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ABSTRACT 
Comic book superheroes venture frequently into the afterlife, to the extent that 
the recurring conventions of such tales constitute a superhero subgenre. These generic 
elements help ensure that the stories can be read normatively by their audience (e.g. 
one's soul continues separately to function after the death of the body, existence after 
death is its own reality and discernible from illusion}. The new subgenre, however, can 
also be regarded as masking an alternate understanding of narrative character and 
suggesting an alternative model of selfhood to readers . Beginning with the genre theory 
work of Paul Ricoeur, Tzvetan Todorov, and Peter Coogan, this project applies their 
perceived linkage between generic character and audience models for selfhood to the 
concerns of Helene Tallon Russell, J. Hillis Miller, and Karin Kukkonen. This second set of 
theorists warns against narrative characters being understood as whole and unified a 
priori when the presumably counterfactual idea of a multiple self better matches with 
the goals of religious pluralism and healthful self-understanding. Through these 
v 
combined sets of theoretical lenses, the project focuses on popular recent depictions of 
the afterlife in the word-and-image medium of top-sell ing comics titles such as 
Thor, Green Lantern, Fantastic Four, Planetary, and Promethea. The comics, with their 
dual sign systems and 'low-a rt' fringe status, provide a consideration of personal 
multiplicity more naturally than prose does alone. Jeffery Burton Russell and Andrew 
Delbanco recount modern Americans' declining investment in the afterlife, one steeped 
in traditionally Augustinian models of singular selfhood. As H.T. Russell champions in 
/riga ray and Kierkegaard: On the Construction of the Self, this model may serve more as 
a hindering relic than as a useful system for consideration of one's full selfhood. This 
superhero subgenre offers a hermeneutic for integrating multiplicity into religious 
practices and considerations of the afterlife. 
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Introduction 
American popular culture is littered with signs that funct ion as afterlife 
shorthand. A brief list would include human-sized feathered wings, harp-players in 
white tunics on load-bearing clouds, majestic Pearly Gates monitored by St. Peter, pits 
of blazing red fire and subterranean cries of torment, clawing and feral demons, a chief 
devil, and so forth. Some level of expectation has become associated with all these 
signs: a hell without a Satan, a heaven without angels, or some afterlife missing too 
many these inherited signs might be taken as a deviation from a norm where no norm 
objectively exists. As tropes in popular culture, these signs inform the religious 
expectations of both the faithful and the agnostic alike; they influence religious and 
personal identity, as well as audiences' concept of selfhood. The stories told about the 
afterlife shape the way we view our lives, and the manner in which individual characters 
are portrayed in narrative fiction partially determines how we see ourselves. The 
overwhelming majority of afterlife depictions in popular culture present narrative 
characters who are singular, unified beings, entirely consistent human personalities with 
little hint of inward division, varied self-perceptions, or divided selfhoods. The quantity 
of these portrayals creates the equivalent of a gravity well, making new or alternate 
visions of characters in the afterlife remarkably difficult to create and communicate. 
Without a variety of narrative characters, only one model of selfhood is endorsed, 
thereby limiting numerous alternatives for personal self-conceptions and authentic 
explorations of religious pluralism. 
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A majority of pop culture products stick with these traditional signs of the 
afterlife and models for narrative character, but not all. Some popular portrayals can be 
irreverently daring or daringly irreverent. On television, Homer Simpson can stroll upon 
the clouds walking with God as Enoch did; 1 in film, Woody Allen can find sympathy from 
the Devil in the form of Billy Crystal; 2 and in song, Bruce Springsteen can praise heroic 9-
11 firefighters rising up from the ruins of the World Trade Center into the hereafter. 3 In 
the comic book medium, particularly in the superhero genre, characters have been 
portrayed in such a multitude of afterlives that the resulting wealth of stories requires a 
detailed examination and singular designation: the superhero afterlife subgenre. 
The purpose of this introduction, therefore, is to examine whether explorations 
of the afterlife in the comics medium offer alternative, non-unified versions of narrative 
character and, in turn, alternative models of selfhood for readers. To do so, I must first 
delimit my terms and scope: What popular manifestations of the afterlife lie outside this 
discussion? What time period and brands of comics are being considered? Next, I offer a 
three-part literature review pertaining to religious studies scholarship on the afterlife, 
comic studies' gradual foray into religious studies, and some associated theories on 
selfhood. The literature review concludes with the observation of Christian theologian 
Helene Tallon Russell that models of multiplicity within the self have too long been 
1 
"Homer the Heretic." The Simpsons- The Complete Fourth Season . Writ . George Meyer. Dir. Jim 
Reardon. 201h Century Fox, 2004. DVD. Originally aired on Fox October 8, 1992. 
2 Deconstructing Harry. Dir. Woody Allen. Perf. Woody Allen, Richard Benjamin, Kirsi te Alley, and Billy 
Crystal. Fine Line Features, 1997. Film . 
3 Springsteen, Bruce. "The Rising." The Rising. Columbia, 2002. CD. 
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suppressed in Western views. A homogenizing oneness has dominated religious and 
secular Western culture, popular culture very much included. Hermeneutics that read 
against this trend better align religious studies with newer observations in social 
sciences (i.e. multiplicity is a normal characteristic of personality) and bolster religious 
pluralism (i.e . no absolute, indivisible core exists that makes someone truly external or 
more alien than anyone else). Russell leverages both philosopher S¢ren Kierkegaard and 
feminist thinker Luce I riga ray to suggest that all humans are mixtures of various inward 
impulses, roles, and models. In my readings, I argue for the same urgent point using 
genre theory, literary narratology, and comics scholarship . 
Terms and Scope of the Work 
In the arts and particularly in popular culture, there are numerous innovations 
and breaks with tradition as to how to portray a post-life existence, but such portrayals 
should not be confused with what is being considered here as the afterlife. Zombies, 
vampires, and ghosts, for instance, are better described as being in a state of un-death: 
it is not life, but it is not death, either.4 In these stories, it is supposed that most people 
do not fall to these states when they die; undead existences are taken as exceptional 
4 Religion scholar and vampire expert Joe Laycock agrees with these exempt ions: "In general, I agree with 
your assessment of undeath as distinct from the afterlife and an exceptional state. In Vampires Today, I 
discuss vampirism as a form of soteriology. Many modern people fantasi ze about becoming a vampire 
and thereby becoming immortal---especially left-hand path/Satanist types who view the idea of heaven 
with disdain but do not want to go to hell or experience oblivion" See Laycock, Joe. 27 Feb. 2010. Personal 
Commun ication (e-mail). 
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post-life states-curses in many cases. 5 They are continuations without life's vitality or 
death's release (presumably to an afterlife) . While this group of stories has a great deal 
to say about living and dying, they do not usually focus on a shared hereafter. 
This study of the afterlife also precludes both evangelical and near death 
experience (NDE) accounts. Excluding them does not mean discounting them, however, 
quite the opposite. This project focuses not only on shared afterlives but also on 
imaginary ones, those that are purportedly fictional in whole or at least in part. Personal 
NDE accounts claim to be true and factual; the authors should have no conscious choice 
in the signs and symbols conveyed. Since my project is an exploration of creative 
narratives of the afterlife-of outright fictional works deliberately employing specific 
tropes, symbols, and elements-these NDE accounts fall outside the dissertation's 
jurisdiction. Their omission from this project is meant as a sign of good faith : their 
veracity is going unquestioned, and I am regarding none of their stories as fabricated . 
Therefore, books like Erwin Lutzer's One Minute After You Die or Don Piper and Cecil B. 
Murphey's 90 Minutes in Heaven are not being ignored but must be set aside here. 
The final exclusion reflects the most stymieing aspect for researching afterlife 
stories, namely the overuse of the word afterlife in a metaphorical sense. The term 
afterlife is frequently employed to describe the prolonged or renewed use of some 
5 
"Modern vampire fiction as well as the self-identified vampire community definitely sees vampirism as 
something for the elite, the chosen, the special. In traditional folklore it is often only certain people who 
come back as vampires : evil magicians, children born with a tail, a spli t -lip, etc. and, of cou rse, the 
excommunicated" (Laycock). See Cowen, Douglas. Sacred Terror. Waco, TX: Baylor UP, 2008. 
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object, often a piece of writing, art, theory, or biography. Often, it adds personification 
and some level of echoing mystique to an otherwise inert subject. For example, Francine 
Post's Anne Frank: The Diary, the Life, the Afterlife contains discussion of Frank's work 
being turned into a play and a film, not Frank herself in some existence after the Nazis. 
As Susan Sontag says in Illness as Metaphor and AIDS and Its Metaphors, "Some 
metaphors are anti-explanatory," and afterlife is chief among them.6 Take, for instance, 
these words of Lorraine Hedtke, founder of the grief-mediating Remembering Practices 
organization: 
When I ponder "who will take care of me after I die?", I find it a reassuring 
thought to know that there is an afterlife. This is not an afterlife that necessarily 
exists in a physical or etheric or religious sense, but it is an afterlife nonetheless. 
I know that I will continue to exist within my community of significant others 
long after I am no longer alive in body.7 
Hedtke utilizes precisely this metaphorical, mediating version of "afterlife" to soothe 
fears of being non-existent. Ironically, its literal meaning provides her with no solace. 
Particularly in fantasy fiction, afterlife-like dimensions can be fashioned without any 
religious or spiritual baggage-only beliefs in the metaphor of the afterlife need to 
function. Characters, like the superheroes of the Justice League, can be transported to 
hell "after a fashion" without either subscribing to or engaging any of the literal settings' 
6 Sontag, Susan. Illness as Metaphor and AIDS and Its Metaphors. New York: Picador, 1989. 96. 
7 Hedtke, Lorraine. "Stories of Living and Dying." Remembering Practices. 14 February 2001. 4 March 2010 
<http://www. rem em beri ngpractices.com/web Docs/ stori esOflivi ngAnd Dying. pdf>. 
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religious and philosophical complexities.8 Sontag says, "The metaphors and myths, I was 
convinced, kill"; to further paraphrase her for the context of this project, the metaphors 
and myths, I am convinced, dull.9 
Along with limiting the swath of meanings for afterlife, I also need to delimit the 
wide range of works encompassed in the comic book superhero genre. (A detailed 
unpacking of both the words superhero and genre appears in chapter one.) Though the 
comic book superhero largely begins in the late 1930s, I elected to sample publications 
primarily from the two major American superhero publishers DC Comics and Marvel 
Comics10 from the years 1985-2011. This roughly twenty-five-year span was not chosen 
arbitrarily, however. As I have discussed elsewhere,11 1985 marks the end of the last 
period of superhero comics for which there is consensus agreement about the era's 
labeling. If 1938-1954 marked the Golden Age of the superhero genre and 1954-1972 
marked the Silver Age, then by most accounts the Bronze Age concluded by 1986 with 
8 DeMatteis, J.M . (a), Mark Pajarillo (p), and Wladen Wong (i). "The Guilty." JLA : World War Ill . New York: 
DC Comics, 2000. 42. 
9 Sontag 102. 
10 Outside the "Big Two" of Marvel and DC, other publishers have featured superheroes in the afterlife, 
particularly Image Comics with the series Spawn. Created by Canadian Todd McFarlane, Spawn was once 
AI Simmons, mercenary-for-hire, until his betrayal, murder, and pact with the demonic Malebolgia. 
Though left partly amnesiac, Simmons discovers that his return to Earth as a horrifying, empowered 
spawn of Hell was due to pledging his soul and servitude to Malebolgia's eventual assault on Heaven. 
McFarlane and guest writers had Hell itself feature prominently in the storyline, including issue #10 by 
iconoclast Dave Sim, issue #26 by New York Times best-selling author Neil Gaiman, and issue #8 by the 
renowned Alan Moore. Spawn would also appear in Eric Larsen's Savage Dragon circa issues #30-31 to 
help the slain hero return to life. The titular Dragon, however, believed this all to be a hallucination, not a 
trip to the afterlife. 
11 Lewis, A. David. "One for the Ages: Barbara Gordon and the (II)Logic of Comic Book Age-Dating. " The 
International Journal of Comic Art 5.2 (Fall 2003): 296-311; Lewis, A. David . "One For the Ages: The 'Ages' 
of Superhero Comics." Presenta tion. The Comic Arts Conference. International Comic-Con. San Diego, 2 
August 2002 . 
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the redefining works of Frank M iller, Alan Moore, and DC and Marvel's separate 
crossover 'event' publications (e.g. Crisis on Infinite Earths and Secret Wars). These titles 
and creators individually altered either the landscapes of the superhero genre or, in the 
case of the Pulitzer Prize-winning MAUS, the comic book medium in general. Crisis 
would rewrite reality for its DC Comics characters by having all or most of their previous 
adventures nullified . Secret Wars would usher in an era of "event" storylines that 
crisscross through numerous separate titles and require greater investment, both 
monetarily and narratively, from the reader. There has been little agreement concerning 
how the Bronze Age ended or how to group further eras of comic book creation, though 
numerous classifications have been offered (e.g. Iron Age, Silicon Age, Rust Age, Second 
Golden Age, etc.). Since I aim to comment on consistencies in any new storytelling 
devices and character models for the genre, it stands to reason that such innovations 
should be considered within a particular creative environment and industrial timeframe. 
With no definitive categorization determined for the years 1985-2011 by comics 
scholars, creators, or collectors, this unspecified era is best carved off from the whole of 
comics publishing history for my consideration. 
Additionally, there is an abundance of afterlife portrayals in other media during 
my selected time period, both underscoring the influence of pop culture's overall 
depictions for the hereafter and alleviating its frequent usage by the comic book 
superhero genre as an aberration . While they will not be explored in this project, a few 
examples of contemporary films depicting the afterlife include Made In Heaven (1987), 
8 
Beetlejuice {1988}, Field of Dreams {1988}, Defending Your Life {1991}, Deconstructing 
Harry {1997}, What Dreams May Come {1998), Meet Joe Black {1998), Gladiator {2000}, 
Down to Earth {2001}, Constantine {2005}, and Hereafter {2010). From the same time 
period, novels include Piers Anthony's On a Pale Horse {1986}, Daniel Quinn and Tom 
Whalen's Newcomer's Guide to the Afterlife: On the Other Side Known Commonly as 
'The Little Book" {1998}, Daniel Manus Pinkwater's The Afterlife Diet {1999), Ku rt 
Vonnegut's God Bless You, Dr. Kervorkian {2001), Mitch Albom's Five People You Meet in 
Heaven {2003), Christopher Moore's A Dirty Job {2006), Gabrielle Zevin's Elsewhere 
{2007}, Harry I. Freund's I Never Saw Paris: A Novel of the Afterlife {2007), Alice Sebold's 
The Lovely Bones: Deluxe Edition {2007), and Andrew Reimann 's The Lost Kings {2008}, 
and Chuck Palahniuk's Damned {2011}. As is to be expected, just as none of the films 
engage in any lengthy verbal examination of how the self may exist multiply in the 
afterlife, so too do the novels lack any visual representations of an individual 's afterl ife 
existence. The comic book medium, by its nature of being words and image sequentially 
combined, can do both. 
Context and Significance of the Study 
Arguably, the most comprehensive contemporary religious studies publication 
on the hereafter is Alan Segal's Life After Death : A History of the Afterlife in Western 
Religion . Published in 2004, the voluminous work is the core around which Philippe 
Aries' earl ie r landmark book The Hour of Our Death seems to orbit; instead of humans' 
reacti ons to mortality, which is Aries's focus, Segal tracks mortals' creation of 
9 
immortality. More specif ica lly, Sega l walks readers t hrough the extensive development 
of posthumous existence (i.e. as a self or a soul) as a concept, neither accepting it flatly 
for Christianity and Islam nor rejecting it for early Judaism. On the contrary, he reads 
into the Hebrew and Christian scriptures to find as much what isn't there as what is. In 
Segal's opinion, the social anxieties of t he various wri te rs, edit ors, and redactors t ell 
more about the funeral rites they were combating (e.g. Sa ul and the Witch of Endor) 
than the steady beliefs of the faithful. 12 The book's only failings are the less-than-
meticulous treatment of Islam and Segal's limited address of nearly any twentieth- or 
twenty-first-century events, his "history" largely ending, with limited exceptions, at the 
time of Shakespeare. Some of the surface coverage of tradit ions other than Judaism 
and Christianity can be offset by works such as Peter Wilson's Sacred Drift: Essays on the 
Margins of Islam, Jane ldelman Smith and Yvonne Yazbeck Haddad's Sunni-focused The 
Islamic Understanding of Death and Resurrection, and Nerina Rustomji ' s The Garden and 
the Fire . Of the three, Rustomji's attempts to interpret not only the promise of afterlife 
but also the images that became strongly associated with that existence provides my 
project with the most utility. Further, Deepak Chopra's 2006 Life After Death: The 
Burden of Proof delivers Hindu Veda nta (admittedly for a mass market aud ience) both in 
the language of American Christianity and in terms of an Eastern elimination of the self. 
What could be incongruent concept s of th e soul and of the afterl ife prove impressively 
12 Sega l, Alan. Life After Death: A History of the Afterlife in Western Culture. New York: Dou bled ay, 2004. 
124-13 1. 
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flexible in Chopra's hands. These additional works highlight how Islam could have been 
further integrated into Segal's text and, as Segal himself admits, how the "history of the 
afterlife in Western religion" crisscrosses with non-Western religions as well. 
Still, Segal excels in one book where a confluence of other authors is required to 
track the weave of historical trends. In Life After Death in Early Judaism, C. D. Elledge 
centers on Josephus' s treatments of the most readily acknowledged early Judaic 
afterlife texts, Daniel and 1 Enoch. Despite a thorough exploration of Josephus's writing, 
Elledge concedes that the Roman's documents must be regarded as slanted 
interpretations, not filtered through the greater objectivity of modern historians. 
Moreover, Josephus reads a "dualistic anthropology" into the Jewish writings, 13 
imposing a more consistent body-soul split on the texts than, say, Phillip Johnston would 
grant the ancient Hebrews in Shades of Sheaf. Not only is Johnston wary of assigning a 
widespread belief system-or even a single definition for Sheol-to the ancient Hebrews, 
but he appears to agree with Segal in his evaluation that social anxieties about other 
cultures played a censoring role in the creation of the Hebrew texts. Israel's canonical 
literature of the First and Second Temple periods had not yet conceived what would 
later be the Christian work-around for what they saw as "the necessary polytheism" of 
underworld journeys and places of judgment. 14 (Incidentally, Jan N. Bremmer's The Rise 
13 Elledge, Casey D. Life After Death in Early Judaism: The Evidence of Josephus. Tubingen : Mohr Siebeck, 
2006. 129. 
14 Johnston, Philip. Shades of Sheaf: Death and Afterlife in the Old Testament. Leicester, England : Apollos, 
2002 . 69. 
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and Fall of the Afterlife tracks this dua lism, right ly I fee l, back t o the Orph ic and 
Pythagorean traditions th at would echo through Jewish cu ltu re .) George W. E. 
Nickelsburg builds from this era in his Resurrection, Immortality, and Eternal Life in 
lntertestamental Judaism and Early Christianity, working th rough the core of what he 
ca lls " two-ways theology," 15 t he idea of eterna l punishment or reward for one' s moral 
actions in this life. From here, both Alan E. Bernstein's The Formation of Hell: Death and 
Retribution in the Ancient and Early Christian Works and Jaime Clark-Soles's Death and 
the Afterlife in the New Testament flesh out the growth of the Christian cosmology, with 
the latter focusing not on the Gospels but on scriptures such as 1 Corinthians in 
conceiving of "bodiliness and waiting for future rewards ." 16 In all, Segal commun icates 
what all of these scholars display en masse-that the idea of the afterlife, like the notion 
of a personal essence that exists there, is actually a ongoing process, never emerging 
out of whole cloth for any rel igion . 
While aimed at a general readership and relatively lightweight as a piece of 
scholarship, Carol Neiman and Emily Goldman's Afterlife: The Complete Guide to Life 
After Death clearly pronounce this sentiment, one that many of their more verbose 
colleagues fail to directly acknowledge: that any concept of the after life tra nsmitted 
down t he centuries to our t ime is a palimpsest of overlying elements, with t he 
allegori cal flipping into the literal, and vice versa. Skeptics and disbel ievers have had 
15 Nickelsbu rg, George W. E. Resurrection, Immortality, and Eternal Life in lntertestamental Judaism and 
Early Christianity. Cambridge, Mass: Harvard Univers ity Press, 2006. 214. 
16 Clark-Sol es, Jaime. Death and the Afterlife in the New Testament. New Yo rk: T & T Clark, 2006. 91. 
12 
their own influence on faithful formations of the hereafter akin to quantum physicists, 
impacting the events by simply standing in observation of them. Neiman and Goldman 
also reintroduce us to the term xenoglossia, that-when removed from their context of 
spiritual mediums speaking in a language unknown to them-serves as a useful 
metaphor in describing creative writers engaged in the afterlife genre. This patchwork-
afterlife is supported, it seems, in the field's shift from particular religions' views of 
posthumous existence to books addressing the multi-faith constructions of the afterlife 
locales themselves. Editor Hiroshi Obayashi attempts to boil all the world religions' 
possibilities into one volume, Death and the Afterlife: Perspective of World Religions, but 
he only allows a cursory examination of each faith. Whereas a work like Jacques Le 
Goff's The Birth of Purgatory seems less artificial given the First Council of Lyon's 
authoritative stamp on this 'new' middle state, Alice Turner and Diane Sterling's The 
History of Hell is necessarily a mish-mash of religions, both dead and active; if anything, 
their broader approach is valuable for the accompanying illustration plates of hell's 
visual evolution. 
Visuality 
The dearth of consideration for the visual in afterlife depictions is the first of two 
concerns leading to my project. Many scholars discount visual consideration of the 
afterlife as, for instance, Eileen Gardiner does in her book Visions of Heaven and Hell 
before Dante; the Commedia often serves as a definitive endpoint for creative 
imaginings of the afterlife. The overwhelming majority of scholarly texts I consulted end 
13 
with either Dante or, at best, Hieronymus Bosch in terms of afterlife depictions. Yet, 
films, television programs, and comic books continue to generate a wealth of new 
visualizations annually. A reversal of sorts has taken place: whereas medieval 
theologians and clerics were once very concerned with the substance and physicality of 
one's existence in the afterlife, that unease has now passed largely to the laity. Secular 
society seems to disagree that the afterlife is a closed text. Therefore, images and 
models of the hereafter have abdicated to the literary secularist's pen . Scholars of 
religion must return to this discussion, especially to the wealth of material produced 
outside of the church, synagogue, mosque, or temple. Given both popular culture's 
fascination with the hereafter and, in particular, the creative work continuing in the 
comic book medium today, religious studies needs to incorporate the latest data with 
newer tools (see Methods of Investigation section). Otherwise, the clerical and scholarly 
discussion will remain only traditional-solely antiquated-and overlook the afterlife 
being imagined and consumed by twenty-first-century America. 
The scholarship emerging from the burgeoning field of comics studies, a 
discipline rooted in attention to the visual as well as verbal, has gradually come to 
address its medium's intersection with the concerns of religious studies. For some time, 
there were a limited quantity of accessible academic publications on the comic book 
14 
medium in the U.S. prior to the 1960s.17 In 1965, Pulitzer Prize-winning cartoonist Jules 
Feiffer produced The Great Comic Book Heroes, perhaps the only semi-scholarly 
publication on comic books and the superhero on the market for the next decade or 
more. Only in the late 1970s did the freeze on academic consideration of the superhero 
genre begin to thaw, allowing academic writers such as Faulkner scholar M. Thomas 
lnge, Asian culture scholar John Lent, and humanities scholar Joseph "Rusty" Witek to 
add work on comics to their professional curriculum vitae. Beyond sporadic coverage by 
The Journal of Popular Culture, new works began to arise, such as the comics technique 
and philosophy primer Comics and Sequential Art from art legend Will Eisner in 1985.18 
Eisner's work, though not strictly 'academic' and more 'vocational' inspired cartoonist 
Scott McCloud's seminal Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art in 1993, soon followed 
by Richard Reynolds's Super Heroes: A Modern Mythology in 1994.19 Reynolds was not 
the first to link superheroes' adventures to mythic and divine lore, but his book was the 
first to address the matter at length. Specifically, he noted how the 1939 narrative tone 
of Superman's origin mimicked that of the King James Bible, and he ties the crucial 
pieces of the superhero's backstory to that of both Greco-Roman and Christian 
17 For a representative list of doctoral -level sch olarship being conducted in the 1950s and 1960s, see 
Kannenberg, Gene. "ComicsResearch.org's Comics-Related Dissertations & Theses: Doctoral." 
Comicsresearch.org. 5 August 2010. Web . 
18 For more on the rise of the comic book superhero and its move from what the author calls its Industrial 
Age from 1938-1980 to its Heroics Age from the 1980s to the present, see Lopes, Paul. Demanding 
Respect: The Evolution of the American Comic Book. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2009 . 
19 Notably, Reynolds's book had been published in England in 1992 and was brought stateside in 1994 by 
lnge in his capacity as General Editor for University of Mississippi Press's Popular Studies lin e. 
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godhood. 20 Only later in 2000 did anthropological consideration of comics culture get 
book-length treatment and expand the territory marked by Reynolds with the 
publication of Matthew Pustz's Comic Book Culture. In it, deeply religious language is 
employed as Pustz considers the comic shop as a place of pilgrimage, the comics as 
sacred artifacts, and the community as custodians of a special knowledge. 
Since 2006, publications on religion and comics have gradually proliferated by 
scholars and commentators alike. The Gospel According to Superheroes and Up, Up, and 
Oy Vey in 2006 take a decidedly Christian and Jewish take on the genre, respectively, 
with further Judaic treatment of superheroes arriving in the forms of From Krakow to 
Krypton: Jews and Comic Books, The Jewish Graphic Novel: Critical Approaches, and Jews 
and American Comics, all in 2008. Something more of an inter-religious and even occult 
approach to these comics comes in Our Gods Wear Spandex and Superheroes and Gods: 
A Comparative Study from Babylonia to Batman, both in 2007. These two works suggest 
that superheroes are symbols for divine impulses dating back to pre-history. That same 
year, Disguised as Clark Kent makes a case for the superhero being read as an 
empowerment fantasy of disenfranchised, immigrant religious communities, while a 
year later, the rereleased edition of Holy Superheroes! claims that it is the visualization 
of these superhuman demigods that gives them their cultural potency. More recent 
publications, including 2009's India's Immortal Comic Books: Gods, Kings, and Other 
20 Reynolds, Richard. Super Heroes: A M odern Mythology. Jacksonville, Ml: Universit y of M ississi pp i Press, 
1994. 13-14. 
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Heroes, 2010's Graven Images: Religion in Comic Books and Graphic Novels, and 2011' s 
Supergods, The Seven Spiritual Laws of the Superhero, and Do the Gods Wear Capes? all 
expand the source and impacts of the superhero beyond exclusively Western, 
monotheistic religions. For all of their many merits, none of these texts has explicitly 
discussed t he genre's depict ion- and, in turn, the impl ied t heology or philosophy-of 
the afterlife, with the arguable exception of my contribut ion to Graven lmages .21 The 
issue of the afterlife's depictions, particularly in a late twentieth- and early twenty-first-
century context, can be usefully explored through several of comics studies' many tools 
for visual analysis (e.g. R.C. Harvey's The Art of the Comic Book, Thierry Greenstein's 
System of Comics, Neil Cohn's Early Writings on Visual Language, Geoff Klock's How to 
Read Superhero Comics and Why, Douglas Walk's Reading Comics: How Graphic Novels 
Work and What They Mean, etc.) . 
Selfhood 
While the dearth of consideration for the visual in afterlife depictions is the first 
of two concerns leading to my project, the second is selfhood: many of the religious 
studies texts track a history to the concept of selfhood but leave it otherwise 
unanalyzed. What is the individual existing in the afterl ife? What re lationship does that 
being have with a living human on Earth? And how do stories of the afterlife influence 
how audiences conceptualize humanness, either in life or death? 
21 See A. David Lew is, "Superman Graveside," Graven Images: Religion in Comic Books and Graphic Nove ls. 
New York : Continuum, 2010. 166-187. 
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If categorized under a broad label, many of the afterlife texts mentioned above 
would qualify as works in the history of religion, whereas underlying notions of the self 
might be better tracked in religious communities via psychology and anthropology. 
(How those models of selfhood are communicated to, received by, and relayed by 
communities will be the job of literary theory and genre studies in chapters one and 
three.) Bates College Psychology Professor John McCreary gauged the status of the self 
for The Journal of Philosophy in 1948. He determined that most of his contemporaries in 
"recent scientific and philosophic thought" had come to agree with the views expressed 
in A. A. Bowman's Studies in the Philosophy of Religion-that the self was not an insular, 
encapsulated entity but, rather, something created in the mix between an individual and 
the external world. 22 This idea of the self being a mixture of elements had been applied 
to Eastern religions and philosophies but far less so to Western faith practices. In a 1984 
article for Buddhist-Christian Studies, Asian religions expert Julia Ching argued that the 
Christian paradigm for self was limited, finite, and inaccurately dependent on God .23 Self 
had been linguistically misapplied (or overapplied) in English, assigned to differing 
connotations of the Hebrew nephesh in Genesis, to the Greek psyche in Mark and 
anthropos in Romans, to the Latin anima in theological writings, etc. 24 The Western self 
largely acquired its basis in undividedness-in oneness-through medieval Christian 
22 McCreary, John K. "The 'Self' in Current Philosophy." The Journal of Philosophy 45 :26 (December 16, 
1948): 701-702. 
23 Ching, Julia. "Paradigms of the Self in Buddhism and Christianity." Buddhist-Christian Studies 4 (1984) : 
32-33. 
24 Ching 33. 
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theology and debates surrounding the Trin ity and Incarnation; thereafter, it is refined by 
Christian leaders like St. Thomas Aquinas, says Ching, 
who further developed this definition to explain that [the selfs] "individua l 
substance" is that which is complete, subsists by itself, and is separated from 
others. And the Western person has tended since to take himself or herself as a 
being with unique individuality and immortal personality, distinct and different 
from one another and from God .25 
Anthropologist Katherine Ewing characterizes Ching's "Western person" as being locked 
in an " illusion of wholeness," an inaccurate and tampered social construct ion of what 
each person is trained to believe. Ewing highlights the work of ethnographer James W. 
Fernandez, who contends that religious imagery in particular allows people to artificially 
and selectively rearrange their life experiences into oneness.26 In trying to resolve the 
self for psychology and anthropology, Ewing admits that the term has three distinct 
meanings : first, the bodily, mental, and social entirety of an individual; second, the 
individual' s own mental representation; and third, the collected attributes of an 
autonomous being. This third sense of self is chiefly employed by psychoanalyst Heinz 
Kohut with his invention of Self psychology, yet it is also the most culturally biased one 
and "least useful," says Ewing, in academic analyses. 27 Unfortunately, this third sense of 
self that hinders interaction between psychology and anthropology is also the one most 
akin, according to Fernandez's observations, to religious usage, especially Christianity's 
25 Ching 33. 
26 Ewing, Katherine. "The illusion of Wholeness : Culture, Self, and the Experience of Inconsistency." Ethos 
18.3 (September 1990): 251-252 . 
27 Ewing 255-256. 
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reification of an illusion of oneness.28 Ewing reads Fernandez's assessment as a 
challenge to Claude Levi-Strauss's brico/age, and he suggests that the goal of being a 
coherent whole does not, in fact, make the potential of being a coherent whole 
plausible. Oneness of self may be an illusion that is carried into and reinforced by 
religious doctrine and narrative. 
Writing in 1995, sociologist James J. Dowd is compelled in a book chapter on self 
in literature to ask, "Does the self still exist in the same sense as it once did?" 29 The 
answer in the West is no-or, at least, not since the onset of Christianity. The 
postmodern Western understanding of the self may be a new concept or the 
rediscovery of an old one available to early Christians but since institutionalized away-
the idea that the self "resembles a wardrobe: we pick up bits and pieces of identity 
along the way and, as long as these elements fit and are suitably stylish, we will wear 
them for the time being." 30 The self is constructed of bits of experiential matter, with 
new material always being integrated as reasonably expired material is cast aside. 
Theologian William Greenway rereads social scientist Charles Taylor's landmark Sources 
of the Self in this postmodern light. Greenway emphasizes that Taylor's model of 
hypergoods (i.e. essential principles and relations of moral priorities) "truly depicts 
sources of the modern identity, [yet] it fails to account fully for our lived moral 
28 Ewing 264-265. 
29 Dowd, James. "Aporias of the Self," Alternative Identities: The Self in Literature, History, Theory. New 
York: Garland Pub, 1995. 245. 
30 Dowd 246. 
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experience." 31 That is, the th eory may be legitimate as well as illusory, since the real-
world practice is no longer seen as consistent. Though Taylor accounts for webs of 
interlocution, interlocking mazes of influence on one's identity, his theoretical webs may 
bind us more than help define us. 
The genius of this ren egotiation of self from undivided Western onen ess to a 
contested, postmodern realm of multiplicity may be philosopher S¢ren Kierkegaard and 
not, as Ewing implies, anthropologist Clifford Geertz. Ewing points to Geertz's 1960 The 
Religion of Java as kickstarting investigation of what self means in the West as 
compared to other cultures. By 2002, though, over ten years after Ewing's essay, fellow 
anthropologist Jeannette Marie Mageo synthesizes Ewing, Geertz, and even Levi-
Strauss's views into a proposal for a new multidimensional model of the self. She says, 
"What obstructs adequately theorizing self, I believe, is a binary version of cultural 
relativism/' which she will correct by offering a matrix of nine continua to determine 
selfhood. Each continuum has two poles-"binary contrasts, but [ .. . ] not essentialized" 
Mageo assures us32 -along which a point can be plotted to best determine the model of 
selfhood at work. For instance, the continuum labeled "configurations of self" has the 
goal of a unitary selfhood at one end and the allowance of coexisting multiple selfhoods 
31 Greenway, William. "Charles Taylor on Affirmation, Mutilation, and Theism: A Retrospective Reading of 
'Sources of the Self."' The Journal of Religion 80.1 (January 2000): 31. 
32 Mageo, Jeannette Marie. "Towards a Multidimensional Model of the Self." Journal of Anthropological 
Research 58.3 (Autumn 2002) : 339-340. 
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at another.33 The modern American Christian model of self would, for this continuum 
point, be plotted much closer to the goal of on eness in most cases. As another example, 
for the purposes of addressing religious studies' scarcity of afterlife's visual depictions, 
one would plot the ninth continuum, styles of mind, as leaning more closely to linguistic 
rather than imagistic thinking. 34 
What Mageo neglects to acknowledge with her proposed system (and anywhere 
in her list of References) is that as far back as his 1843 Either/Or, Kierkegaard was 
proposing his own system of continua (what he called elements) for conceptualizing the 
self and unlocking the illusion of Western oneness. Feminist Christian theologian 
Hellene Tallon Russell lauds Kierkegaard as providing the basis for refutation of Christian 
oneness. In her 2010 book /riga ray and Kierkegaard: On the Construction of the Self, 
Russell uses Kierkegaard's work alongside twentieth-century feminist theorist Luce 
lrigaray as weapons against the exclusionary model of oneness for the self. Oneness, she 
says, "is a prodigious illusion that has not only outworn its usefulness, but has become 
detrimental to more inclusive concepts of the self." 35 Real religious pluralism cannot be 
undertaken when there is no acknowledgment of otherness in models of the self. 
Moreover, multiplicity seems built into Christian dogma (e.g. the Trinity) and built for 
33 Mageo 342. 
34 Mageo 352-356. 
35 Russel l, Helene Tallon. lrigaray and Kierkegaard: On the Construction of the Self. Macon, GA: Mercer, 
2009.4. 
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the broaden ing of compassion towards othe rs. 36 Inst ead, says Russe ll, since at least t he 
time of St. Augustine's Confessions, multiplicity of self has been taken as a sign of sin 
and distance from God.37 lrigaray considers this paradigm (i.e . that multiplicity equals 
sinfulness) as an expression of phallocentrism; prizing oneness is a tool of the patriarchy 
to maintain male-centered and -designed power. 38 More pertinent to this project, 
though, Kierkegaard also dismisses the correlation between multiplicity and sin-that 
"which singularity is the original created state of human selfhood" and multiplicity is a 
fallen condition.39 He sees the human cond it ion consisting of interlocking sets of 
spheres in which God might actively play a part.40 
Multiplicity of self enfranchises the marginalized,41 promotes a healthy and holy 
intrapersonal experience,42 allows for unbiased interpersonal pluralistic engagement,43 
and remains consistent with Christian thought. Though Russell claims that Augustine's 
reframing of Paul's dualism is the basis for the Western thought's preoccupation with 
oneness, multiplicity can be unearthed in Augustine's methods, too. After all, 
Augustine's Confessions narrativize the entirety of the Saint's life, and regarding one's 
life in a narrative model, says ethics scholar Kim Atkins, is inherently multiple in terms 
of simultaneously considering numerous views at once . That is, a narrativized life 
36 Russell 254-255. 
37 Russell 20. 
38 Russell 138-139. 
39 Russell 222. 
40 Russell 228. 
41 Russell 15. 
42 Russell 19. 
43 Russel l 249 . 
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collects the first-person, second-person, and third-person points of view into an 
interweaving model.44 Moreover, multiplicity proves an instructive model for 
scholarship, with Russell saying that " the format of this dialogue between Kierkegaard 
and I riga ray is an example of the actual format of the self itself."45 Her book is a study in 
and a study of multiplicity, and-coming full -circle now, back to my first concern-it 
only fails where the earlier scholarship fails : operating in verbal language exclusively, 
aligned steeply with the lingu istic end of Mageo's continua than the imagistic. Russell's 
topic and format is multiplicity but her medium, academic prose, does not allow for it, 
certainly not in the way that a hybrid medium like a graphic novel would . 
Methods of Investigation 
While Russell's approach makes use of feminist theory and Kierkegaard's 
existentialism, I approach the same goal by means of different tools, namely genre 
theory, literary narratology, and postmodern comics studies. All three have been 
previously utilized for religious studies, yet they have not been applied to its study of 
afterlife settings. The conceptual generic material by Tzvetan Todorov, its religious 
applications by Paul Ricoeur, and the specific superhero genre work of Peter Coogan are 
employed to establish the superhero afterlife subgenre. The generic elements of that 
subgenre can be identified, exempl ified, and used to make observations on th e models 
of selfhood to be interpreted from the narrative . These elements can further be used to 
44 Atkins, Kim. "Narrative Identity, Practica l Identity and Ethica l Subjectivity." Continental Philosophy 
Review 37 (2004}: 343 . 
45 Russell 223 . 
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address the concerns religious scholars have about the current status of the afterlife in 
popular American thought and its apparent decline in cultural concerns. Dante expert 
PeterS. Hawkins and comics scholar Rocco Versaci both contribute to a heightened 
awareness of afterlife comics' invitation to read their narratives in counterintuitive 
ways: as accounts of the unaccountable and sequential stories of the non-sequential. 
In superhero afterlife comics, the setting and the medium combine in such a way 
that a revised hermeneutic framework is necessitated, particularly for the analyses of 
characters. Part of that revised framework for character can be extracted from the 
works of literary theorist Alex Woloch and multimedia expert Julian Murphet; 
reminiscent of Kierkegaard, Woloch contends that characters are constructed by webs 
in a pseudo-spatial tug-of-war. Meanwhile, Murphet holds that prose cannot account 
for the power of potentiality that actors embodying theatrical characters inhabit. When 
brought to comics' depictions of characters in the afterlife, however, an amalgamated 
Woloch-Murphet system can be applied practically. Yet, to address the underlying 
presuppositions of character (and, in turn, selfhood), another set of incorporations-
that of literary theorist J. Hillis Miller and religion scholars Christine Hoff Kraemer and 
Jason Winslade-is required to unveil Russell's initial complaint: American reading 
communities lock themselves into the belief that a character (and, in turn, a self) must 
be read for oneness instead of for multiplicity. Along with the writings of literary scholar 
Karin Kukkonen, Miller, Kraemer, and Winslade open the hermeneutics just determined 
for the subgenre to interpretations of characters' own multiplicities. Finally, the latest 
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insights by Coogan are employed to suggest how this revised hermeneutical framework 
for a pop culture subgenre can be engaged more widely as a system for modern 
Western monotheists to consider themselves, their connection to God, and the afterlife 
outside of traditional Augustinian oneness. 
Structure of the Dissertation 
In keeping with the aforementioned Methods of Investigation, the dissertation is 
structured as the following four chapters and conclusion: 
Chapter One: The Six Elements of the Superhero Afterlife Subgenre. Superhero 
comic books so often set adventures in the afterlife that a distinct sub-category has 
arisen: the superhero afterlife subgenre. To date, this mass of stories has gone 
unrecognized and unanalyzed. Yet, the subgenre exhibits six recurring elements (in 
addition to those outlined by Peter Coogan of its 'parent' genre). I identify these six as 
(1) being set in an alternate dimension, (2) featuring a demon/adversary, (3) depicting a 
heroic reversal where a villain fights for good or vice versa, (4) engaging in a familial 
encounter between two or more kin, (5) allowing for a liberated character to be released 
from his/her bindings, and (6) suggesting that some sort of hallucination or dream state 
may have taken place. Versions of these elements likely crossed over from centuries of 
religious afterlife narratives into the popular superhero realm, but none were overtly 
prescribed to the comic book creators utilizing them. These six repeated elements have 
become an unspoken, utilitarian basis for superheroes' adventures in the afterlife, and 
they can be understood as safeguards against narratives unraveling in such posthumous 
(and post modern) settings. Without these elements, the aft erlife sett ing appea rs 
untenable even in stories accepting of supe rpowers, aliens, mutants, and sorcery. 
Readers may be willing to suspend their disbelief for these incredible aspects, but an 
afterlife, a place based primarily on religious belief, may prove too fantastic, 
comparatively. 
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Chapter Two: The Comic Book Medium's Glimpse of Eternity. Storyl ines such as 
Day of Judgment depict heaven, hell, and purgatory as roughly similar. Characters 
perform actions, communicate, and experience time largely as they would on Earth and 
alive. Even characters native to these places behave as living humans would . For critics 
such as Jeffrey Burton Russell and Andrew Delbanco, this should be surprising, since 
these realms either function distinctly unlike Earth-in a different relationship to time, 
space, and God-or operate as metaphors, not actual locales. Rather than reading this 
'normalizing' as another of chapter one's safeguards, though, the situation can be better 
understood if reversed: The manner by which comics create meaning through the 
interaction of words and images across discrete-yet-connected panels is an experience 
of reality more akin to the afterlife than that of everyday life. Heaven, hell, and all forms 
of the hereafter may be more like comics than readers' real lives. 
Chapter Three: Complexities of Character in Fantastic Four: Hereafter. The 
subgenre invites conflicts of verisimilitude. A chief power of the comics medium, 
according to Rocco Versaci, is its ability to represent people and objects without 
necessari ly masking the constructedn ess of t he medium itself. An issue of the Fantastic 
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Four, for instance, does not create the illusion of "being there/' of being without a 
medium, that a 3D movie or a high-definition sportscast might. With these traces of the 
medium always visible, a reader need not accept everything in the comic to be equally 
fictional. In fact, the relative reality of various components, including the characters 
themselves, can be explored. The diegetic space that comics open often requires 
characters to operate "transpersonally" (i.e. as whole, continuous self whether alive or 
dead). This transpersonal view of the characters attaches itself to the subgenre in such a 
way that it may encourage readers' similar understanding of themselves. By eliding any 
differences between a living character and a posthumous one, this ambiguity can lead to 
an understanding of the self that makes concreteness and embodiment trivial, 
refocusing attention on personal principles and morality as constructing reality. 
Chapter Four: Planetary, Promethea, and the Multiplicity of Selfhood. A small 
handful of comics complicates the casual, transpersonal portrayals of characters in the 
afterlife. In series like Alan Moore's Promethea, some characters appear to multiply-
with alternate versions of the same character appearing concurrent with others. 
Whereas in other series like Planetary, 46 the protagonist Elijah Snow is recognized as 
operating unlike the other characters, being "outside the system" and therefore without 
concerns of the soul, salvation, etc. Both of these highlight deconstructionist literary 
46 Though Planetary is, in a literal sense, multi-genre as it shifts each issues from genre to genre, it 
includes the superhero genre, most often features the superhero genre, and has main characters who 
represent Coogan's elements of the superhero genre. Geoff Klock's reading of Planetary representing the 
superhero genre overtaking their pulp hero predecessors' dominance further supports its inclusion as 
does its reliance on a faux Fantastic Four as the main antagonists. 
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critic J. Hillis Miller's suspicions of character: th at it is often an illusory, overlooked 
narrative device. Under scrutiny, character proves fragile, allowing for these alternate 
depictions but also problematizing the more customary ones associated with major 
modern religious practices in America. When the limits set upon character depiction are 
removed, the customary character begins to look all the more artificial. 
Conclusion: Reading the Superhero Afterlife Subgenre for Character and Self 
Multiplicity. My conclusion proposes that if character-commonly understood and 
functioning as a singular and human-like narrative actor-can be read in another 
fashion, then perhaps the superhero afterlife genre presents the means by which to do 
so. This is not the deconstruction of narrative for its own sake; doing so reveals access 
to a subtle spectrum of concepts on human existence, both while alive and once dead. 
Utilizing the subgenre's six elements, the unique temporality of sequential art, the 
medium's acknowledgments of relative realities, and a transpersonal understanding of 
selfhood, one can read the stories without the expectation of characters with unified 
psyches. A reading willing to disable the 'safeguards' and allow these stories to unravel 
more naturally, to unfold without outside stipulations, can arrive at equally (and 
perhaps more greatly) satisfying interpretations of the afterlife . Instead of the 
presumption that the characters reflect selfhoods of oneness (itself a possible fiction in 
real life), an openness to narrative characters of multiplicity can deliver an array of 
afterlife portrayals unlimited by any particular philosophical slant. Ultimately, when 
looked at through the theories of iteration being developed by Peter Coogan, the 
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rel ationship between a reader' s self and his or her potent ia l afterlife experience ca n be 
helpfully likened to the existence of superhero characters across storyworlds and 
multimedia. Multiplicity of self can contribute also to one' s mortal life before death, 
strengthening bridges between individuals of different faiths to see, in pluralistic 
fashion, distinct portions of themselves in others. 
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Chapter 1: The Six Elements of the Superhero Afterlife Subgenre 
Reflection on and refinement of selfhood are what make genre vital to religious 
studies and literary studies. " Religious studies is a public inquiry into the meaning of 
symbolic discourses," a hermeneutical discipline, says editor of Figuring the Sacred Mark 
I. Wallace; 47 "The world of the text can figure the identity of the sacred and revea l 
dimensions of the human condition."48 For reasons I will shortly explain, genre is the 
space in which these dimensions can be traced. This manner of inquiry through genre is 
also a goal of literary studies, which seeks to identify the social importance of a text and 
how it transmits messages.49 Understanding what models of self and, in turn, of 
community a genre conveys is a crucial exercise for both disciplines. It is particularly 
pertinent with a setting steeped in religious faith like the afterlife and stories presented 
about the afterlife in a popular medium like the comic book. Theorist Paul Ricoeur 
stipulates that a genre, what he calls a mode of discourse, must say something of 
importance-that it is 
worthwhile to analyze it, because something is said that is not said by other 
kinds of discourse-ordinary, scientific, poetic-or, to put it in more positive 
terms, that it is meaningful at least for the community of faith that uses it either 
for the sake of self-understanding or for the sake of communication with others 
47 Wallace, M ark I. Introduction. Figuring the Sacred. Trans. David Pellauer. Minneapolis : Fortress Press, 
1995.4. 
48 Wallace 9. 
49 Bawarshi, Anis. "The Genre Function ." College Eng lish 62.3 (January 2000): 335. 
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[outside the] community.50 
Ricoeur certainly has religious communities in mind when he explores genre, but he also 
makes plain that that analysis of a genre is only pertinent when the works in question 
are valuable to a community. 
My argument is that there is a superhero afterlife subgenre, a sub-set of the 
main superhero genre, that has something wholly worthwhile to say about how its 
audiences conceive of selfhood. The comic book superhero in the afterlife presents a 
space for unique meaning-making. The pro-social mission of superheroes and the dis-
/re-orienting elements of their afterlife subgenre place the understanding of selfhood 
square at the center of this genre performance. 51 This subgenre's six telltale 
characteristics all point to an insecurity about individual coherency, whether we are 
whole and indivisible people at the core.52 As I will explore in the final chapter, the 
subgenre ultimately hints at a reluctant attraction to selfhood reimagined as curiously 
disunified and fragmentary, yet still fulfilling. 
Genre Defined 
Before examining superhero comic books set in the afterlife and their impact, 
the vague notion of genre and its relationship to both religious studies and literary 
studies needs to be sharpened. In The Architext, literary theorist Gerard Genette 
50 Ricoeur, Paul. Figuring the Sacred. Trans. David Pel Iauer. Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995. 35 . 
51 Coogan, Peter. Superheroes: The Secret Origin of a Genre . Austin , TX: Monkeybrain Books, 2006. 30. 
52 Wallace 28. 
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emphasizes that "genre" is distinctly different today from how it is ascribed to Plato or 
Aristotle. A succession of critics from the 18th century onward had come to claim that 
genre was an ancient literary method by which to mark a work, whether it was intended 
for high or low culture, for instance, or how it related to concrete reality. Gennette 
argues that this developed usage of "genre" is flawed, particularly because these would 
never have been Plato or Aristotle's intent. He says, "I have tried to show how and why 
theorists reached the point of devising, and then (as a supplementary consideration) of 
attributing to Plato and Aristotle, a division of 'literary genres' that the whole 
'unconscious poetics' of both philosophers rejects." 53 
Philosopher Tzvetan Todorov's The Fantastic shares Genette's position on 
"genre" being misapplied to Plato and Aristotle. 54 Divorced of any direct obligation to 
classical genre theory, modern genres are "the relay points by which the work assumes 
a relation with the universe."55 Instead of adhering to a falsely attributed, ramshackle 
system of labels for describing a work (e.g. lyric, epic, etc.), critics' fresh analyses and 
observations can be used to distinguish what a group of works is trying to communicate. 
For Todorov, genre denotes what a group of works has in common-repeated elements 
used to relay a particular understanding as well as how the group itself is constantly 
changing. Genre is not, as some have abused it, about slotting a work into a preexisting 
53 Genette, Gerard. The Architext: An Introduction . Berkeley : University of Ca lifornia Press, 1992.60. 
54 Todorov and Genette were founders along with Helene Cixous of the journal Poetique, so their 
agreement is not su rpri si ng. See Scholes, Robert. Foreword. The Fantastic. Ithaca, New York: Corn ell 
University Press, 1975. 
55 Todorov, Tzvetan . The Fantastic. Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1975. 8. 
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schematic. This is the difference between what he calls a theoretical genre (li ke his 
fantastic) and a historical genre, respectfully. On this point, Todorov is particularly 
critical of Northrop Frye for continuing this erroneous legacy, though, for my purposes, 
Frye does offer a useful base for his own system, namely heroics serve as the lens 
through which to understand a work. 56 Frye's overall system, though, falls victim to the 
same slot-placing as many of his predecessors had: he is recreating historical genres 
rather than allowing the works to guide him to new, theoretical, complex ones. 57 
My understanding of "genre" is largely separate from its classical application, 
aligned largely with those who follow in Genette and Todorov's views for theoretical 
genres. When The Fantastic was first translated into English, Christine Brooke-Rose of 
the University of Paris felt that the distinction between the viewpoints of Todorov and 
Frye was the difference between theorist and critic, respectively-Todorov was looking 
for grand, consistent principles while Frye was scrutinizing individual cases.58 Perhaps 
not coincidentally, in the same volume as Brooke-Rose's essay, Todorov goes on to 
detail how the hands-on critic, not just the distant theorist, can empiricaily examine a 
collection of works for its generic qualities. He says, "Genres are therefore units that 
one can describe from two different points of view, that of empirical observation and 
56 Frye, Northrop. Fables of Identity. New York : Harcort, Brace, and World , 1963. 
57 Historical genres can have some use, particularly in invest igating t he culture at the t ime of Aristotl e or 
Plato. See Farrell, Joseph. "Classical Genre in Theory and Practice." New Literary History 34.3 (Summer 
2003} : 383-408. 
58 Brooke-Rose, Christine . "Historical Gen res/Theoret ica l Gen res : A Discussion of Todorov on the 
Fantast ic." New Literary History 8.1 (Autum n, 1976}: 157. 
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that of abstract analysis," 59 but, regardless of one's view, genre is not a slapdash system 
for pigeonholing. 
Since theoretical genre allows for an ever-changing nature in literature, what 
Todorov calls its "transformations or amplifications,"60 genre can help track social shifts. 
In particular, it can speak to the circumstances of a particu lar genre's group of readers, 
its community. Mary Gerhart highlights this use of genre and emphasizes that this use of 
theoretical genre brings the focus back on to the reader, leading to a revised 
understanding of "genre as praxis,"61 as a manner of action. Genre, seen in this light, is a 
performance, an active demonstration of the readers' and writers' shared community. 
Gerhart credits not only Todorov but in particular philosopher Paul Ricoeur for 
understanding genre as a reflection on reading communities, especially religious ones. A 
focus on religious material or religious communities is not a major departure from 
Todorov's perspective, since he specifically notes genre's application as a speech act, 
such as prayer, even if it has a nonliterary existence-a "life" beyond the page.62 Ricoeur 
expands on the issue of genre in a number of his works throughout the 1980s and 
1990s, such as Time and Narrative, Oneself as Another, and Figuring the Sacred. 
I pause here, though, to mention that the notion of "community" can also be 
helpfully understood through two additional texts located outside of traditional genre 
59 Todorov, Tzvetan . "The Origin of Genres." New Literary Hostory8.1 (Autumn 1976): 162. 
60 Todorov, "Origin" 164. 
61 Gerhart, Mary. "Generic Studies : Their Renewed Importance in Religious and Literary Interpretation." 
Journal of the American Academy of Religion 45.3 {Sep., 1977): 309 . 
62 Todorov, "Origin" 164. 
.. 
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theory. The first is Benedict Anderson's Imagined Communities, which takes the notion 
of community beyond face-to-face interactions. Shared texts, such as newspapers or 
religious scriptures, are able to foster imagined membership in a community that never 
physically interacts. To some degree, certain academic fields and religious institutions 
al ready gave rise to this form of commun ity in prior centuries, but with the advent of 
the telegraph, telephone, and radio such communities became more widespread. In 
"The Scattered Members of an Invisible Republic: Virtual Communities and Paul 
Ricoeur's Hermeneutics," Gary Burnett details how Ricoeur's model of religious 
communities continue to function well outside a religious context, even when 
considering their expression as online virtual communities. That is to say that 
Anderson's reading of imagined community has been tested as fitting with Ricoeur's.63 
The second text, Matthew Pustz's Comic Book Culture: Fanboys and True 
Believers, is simultaneously a modern application of Anderson's notions, a degree closer 
to genre studies, and placed distinctly within the world of my dissertation . Pustz 
showcases the variety of texts, a term used far more loosely here by him that could 
contribute to a community or, in the case of comics, a fandom . These texts include the 
comic books themselves, the physical comic book shops, and comic book conventions, 
namely material items and locations that may have been the traditional places for, to 
paraphrase Ricoeur, a community's performance. True to Anderson, though, Pustz 
63 Burnett, Gary. "The Scattered Members of an Invisible Republic: Virtual Communities and Paul Ricoeur's 
Hermeneutics." The Library Quarterly 72.2 (Apr. 2002) : 155-178. 
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discusses the history of the self-published fanzine and the 21 5t-century online comics 
forum and website as equally potent sites of community that lack any physical 
interaction. In short, community can best be understood as self-selected membership, 
literal or metaphorical, to a group-real or imagined-that shares similar expectations 
for certain texts (a genre) and has a group influence on their creation as well. This 
circular influence on the texts-wherein the readers either are also the creators or have 
an influence upon further works-is what An is Bawarshi calls the genre function, a nod 
to Michel Foucault's author function: in a community, members "are all, 'authors' and 
'writers' alike[ ... ] subject to the genre function." 64 In something of a feedback loop,65 as 
readers internalize or identify with particular kinds of characters and situations, authors 
will attempt to pen plots that meet accepted expectations. 
Returning to Ricoeur and community, his Figuring the Sacred most explicitly ties 
genre not just to a mass community but also to the individuals within it and their 
personal notions of identity. Time and Narrative had suggested that the problem of 
identity, of determining how one could understand themseiF6 , was the central concern 
of shared fictions and histories. Oneself as Another had gone on to propose that people 
come to view their own lives in terms of stories; narratives, according to Wallace, "give 
64 Bawarshi 339. 
65 For more on this cycle between producers and audience of a genre, see Moine, Raphaelle . Cinema 
Genre. Alistair Fox and Hila ry Radner, trans. Malden, Ma : Blackwell, 2008. 
66 As has become accepted custom for English scholarship overseas, I opt to employ the word themself 
when referring to a lone individual of indeterminate gender. This epicene should be taken as a singular, 
third-person pronoun replac ing the clumsy "himself or herself" wh ile showing favor to neither sex. 
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shape and meaning to one's existence."67 In Figuring the Sacred, Ricoeur states that 
genre reflects an understanding of selfhood. Oneself as Another alludes to conscience as 
the seat of identity, but Figuring the Sacred points to shared genre as the place where 
individuals actively work on and engage notions of selfhood. Ricoeur looks to discard the 
term genre and replace it with modes of discourse in orde r to emphasize these works 
(e.g. "narratives, proverbs, hymns, and so forth" 68 ) as productions for self-
understanding, not classifications. However, this renaming seems unnecessary if the 
divorce from historical or classical genres is already acknowledged. I feel one can 
continue to speak of genres in terms of Ricoeur without losing his point. Genre serves as 
a space for both a community and its constitutive members to come to understand 
themselves. As Frederick Ruf says, "Genre becomes a paradigm of personhood ."69 
The elements of a genre, what Ricoeur calls its modes, are the specific 
characteristics or conventions of a genre that both make it distinct and inform selfhood . 
For example, in his analysis of the Johannine gospel, Harold Attridge identifies the 
elements that help define the overall genre of Gospel writings. They include Jesus 
speaking to the woman at the well , engaging in parable, and offering farewells. Each, 
claims Attridge, evokes a particular linkage for the Gospel to a preexisting grounding 
point (to a biblical patriarch meeting his wife-to-be, to the language of past prophets, 
67 Wallace 13. 
68 Ricoeur 37. 
69 Ruf, Frederick J. "The Consequences of Genre: Narrative, Lyric, and Dramatic Intelligibility." Journal of 
the American Academy of Religion 62 .3 {Autumn, 1994): 808. 
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and perhaps to th e writings of Plato, respectively). 70 In Attridge's case, the elements 
suggest that this Gospels' readers have a familiarity and attachment to these other 
writings, and the elements may signal to them the importance and legitimacy of the 
Fourth Gospel. Moreover, the elements reaffirm individual behaviors, both of Jesus and 
of those who would belong to his com munity. Bawarshi explains that "as individuals' 
rhetorical responses to recurrent situations become typified as genres, the genres in 
turn help structure the way these individuals conceptualize and experience these 
situations." 71 Those structures that grow in a genre and inform or reflect individuals' 
expected behaviors are its elements. Individuals already view their lives as stories, so 
they engage texts with elements that best align with their accepted behaviors and 
senses of self. This is what literary critic J. Hillis M iller calls the indispensible "social 
function" of a novel; as readers invest in "the fictions of character and the characteristic 
lifelines of characters," so too do they buttress belief in their own real-life social 
selfhood .72 
Genre theory is, of course, imperfect, and two relevant problems merit mention . 
First, the social function can be misapplied. Whereas genre may be viewed as a pursuit 
for self-understanding, it can also lead to self-delusion or misunderstandings of one's 
selfhood . Philosopher Anthony Rudd says, " [O]ne cannot understand personal identity 
70 Attridge, Harold W. "Genre Bending in the Fourth Gospel." Journal of Biblical Literature 121.1 (Spring, 
2002): 3-21. 
71 Bawarshi, 340. 
72 Miller, J. Hillis. Ariadne's Thread. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1992. 97. 
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or ethics without thinking in narrative terms," but warns that "narrative itself 
presupposes protagonists who are persons, and also the making of evaluative 
judgements."73 To view one's life too much like a narrative character can lead one to 
disregard some of the assumptions being made about narrative character. Samantha 
Vice echoes this warning, saying that the discipline of literary studies neglects to 
consider the full consequences of readers modeling their identities on narrative.74 
Ricoeur and, to a lesser degree, Todorov have emphasized the ethical and moral 
influence of genre, but readers could internalize a negative influence or internalize 
positive influences weakly. Rudd cautions, 
To be a person is to live in an evaluative space. But first, that space may be 
horribly warped; one may live according to values that are corrupt or perverse. 
Secondly, whatever the values one lives by, one may be lazy, inconsistent, half-
hearted and self-deceived in the way one lives by them. And thirdly, one may 
simply have picked one's values up from the surrounding social world, and never 
have reflected on them in a deep or critical way, never have really made them 
one's own. 75 
There is no requirement that genre provide positive and productive models of morality, 
nor must the models it does provide have to demonstrate particular degree of impact. A 
73 Rudd, Anthony. "I n Defence of Narrative. " European Journal of Philosophy 17.1 (2007) : 61. 
74 Vice, Samantha . "Literature and the Narrative Self."Philosophy 78.303 (Jan., 2003): 93-108. 
75 Rudd 71. 
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community may cultivate its seedier attributes in genre or pay only lip service to an 
ethical ideal rather than infuse a narrative with powerful and pure intentions. Readers 
must still be wary of what stories they are allowing to exert influence on them. For 
instance, Bawarshi offers examples of how various genres have arisen around people' s 
responses to death (e.g. "elegies, eulogi es, obituaries, epitaphs, requiems"L "each of 
wh ich constitutes it as a specific exigency, calling for a particular kind of response to fill 
a particular social need. "76 Yet these responses may not encourage what might be 
considered healthy reactions to death, only a community's shared response or 
individuals' learned reflexes. 
A second problem with genre theory when applied via Todorov and Ricoeur is its 
narrow focus on the verbal exclusively. Genre, for them, originates in speech acts, 
whether those acts are committed to paper, uttered aloud, or spoken inwardly to 
oneself; here, again, Magee's continua would distance the imagistic and lean entirely to 
the linguistic. In his 1992 book Ariadne's Thread, Miller seems to have the same 
foundation for genre and selfhood as understood only through verballanguage.77 
However, later that year, Miller would release Illustrations where he admits, "Ours is a 
visual and a multi-media age/' one where the representational power of the image 
cannot be overlooked or held at bay in literary critics' analyses.78 He does not go so far 
76 Bawarshi 355. 
77 Miller, Ariadne's 32 . 
78 Miller, J. Hillis. Illustration . Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992. 61. 
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as to call images a language or a semiotic system on par with the verbal, but he does 
acknowledge a tantalizing interplay, such as in the works of artist Paul Klee. Miller does 
not brave the world of comic books, unfortunately. 
Genre and the Superhero 
Genre demonstrates how individuals should act-in other words, how selfhood 
is performed, and, of course, other genres were modeling selfhood before the advent of 
the superhero in the early twentieth century. Moreover, the superhero genre at large 
was doing this before my proposed afterlife subgenre. However, Gerhart points out that 
this work of modeling selfhood must always be done by new and emerging creative 
visions. Ricoeur's stance on genre being a performance, she notes, also means that 
genre analysis must be "open for 'fresh interpretations in new situations"' to preserve it 
from distortion and degradation.79 A community "performs" through genre, in part, with 
its development of newer genres and the abandonment of outmoded ones. And, the 
more fantastic the new situation, the more the narrative may bear on new contexts for 
selfhood . This "power of the text to disclose new possibilities offers the reader an 
expanded view of the world and a deeper capacity for selfhood,"80 even if, in Gerhart's 
words, it is in "an order different from the empirical reality."81 Superhero comics may 
differ from a reader's everyday life, but they still command a power in relation to how 
79 Gerhart 316. 
80 Wallace 8. 
81 Gerhart 315. 
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that reader regards th at life. 
So, what is the superhero, and how does its genre demonstrate selfhood? The 
word "superhero" may seem straightforward, but it needs delimiting in terms of how 
and why it will be used in this project. Even though it entered English vocabulary as early 
as twenty years before its usage in comics,82 its solidified meaning today st ill requ ires 
some comments for precision. 
Though the word superhero was already in existence prior to the debut of 
Superman in June 1938's Action Comics #1, it did not yet refer to a genre of stories or a 
set of definite elements.83 It had not yet been reified. Richard Reynolds, author of Super 
Heroes: A Modern Mythology, says Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster's creation of an orphan 
from Krypton caused the "costumed superhero [to] burst into seemingly fully-fledged 
existence."84 Randy Duncan and Matthew J. Smith's The Power of Comics questions 
Reynolds's claim somewhat. The text does not dispute Superman, along with Batman, as 
the superhero archetype. Yet, while Superman "was and still is the purest embodiment 
82 
"The term superhero was first used in English in Thomas Common's translation of Nietzsche's Thus 
Spake Zarathustra in 1909. It is found in vol. 11 of the 18-volume Complete Works of Friedrich Nietzsche 
edited by Oscar Levy (Edinbu rgh and London, T.N. Fou lis, 1909-13}, apparently on page 193." Gabilliet, 
Jean-Paul. " Re: Superhero ... when?" Comics Scholars List. 2 February 2010.E-mail. List contributor Mark 
Clegg corrects Gabilliet the next day, noting it's on page 141.0ther scholars note that the word's first use 
to refer to a remarkable person or protagonist circa 1917 is best documented in Guralnik, David B. 
"Superstar, Supermom, Super Glue, Superdooper, Superman." Superman at Fifty : The Persistence of a 
Legend. Cleveland, OH : Octavia, 1987. 106. 
83 I am grouping the items variously called characteristics, expectations, modes, and conventions under 
the term elements most employed by Genre St udies. 
84 Reynolds 8. 
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of the superhero," 85 much of what constituted his story, many of his core elements, 
could be found in earlier pulp and mythic American heroes, a claim championed by How 
to Read Superheroes and Why author Geoff Klock and his reading of the Warren Ellis 
comics series Planetary. "Doc Savage, The Shadow, Ka-Zar-these were the pulp heroes 
who predated Superman and Batman," along with Natty Bumpo and Daniel Boone, 
among others,86says Danny Fingeroth of Superman on the Couch87 • 
Many comics creators copied these original, "Golden Age" molds of Superman 
and Batman. Golden Age was the term later applied to this era by comic book collectors 
and fans; it ran from approximately 1938-1954, with many of the superhero stories 
featuring clear-cut evil-doers and good guys along with largely rudimentary art and 
scripting. Publishers loaded on superheroes of every variation,88 1eading to an eventual 
glut and falling off of the genre after World War 11.89 Before the implementation of the 
Comic Code Authority (CCA), 90 only the Superman, Batman, and Wonder Woman titles 
had remained in continual publication.911 
Following the CCA's crackdown on the more popular genres of the time, 
85 Duncan, Randy and Matt J. Smith . The Power of Comics: History, Form & Culture. New York: Continuum, 
2009. 218. 
86 Duncan and Smith 218. 
87 Fingeroth, Danny. Superman on the Couch. New York: Continuum, 2004. 16. 
88 Wright, Nicky. The Classic Era of American Comics . New York: Prion, 2009. 50. 
89 Sabin, Roger. Comics, Co mix & Graphic Novels: A History of Comic Art. New York: Phaidon, 1996. 66. 
90 The CCA is the self-censoring body formed in response to Senate accusations of comics' contribution to 
juvenile delinquency. 
91 Hendrix, Grady. "Out for Justice." The New York Sun. 11 Dec. 2007. 9 March 2010 
<http://www.nysun.com/arts/out-for-justice/67866/>; Jourdain, Bill. "75 Years of DC Comics! " The Golden 
Age of Comic Books. 19 Feb. 2010. 9 March 2010 
<http:/ I goldenagecom ics . org/word press/2010/02/19 /7 5-yea rs-of -d c-eo m i cs/>. 
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superhero comics resurged, starting with a 1954 reimagining of the Flash.92 These newer 
models of the heroes would be customized to fit the CCA's standards and dubbed "Silver 
Age" characters, characterized by J.P. Williams as safe from "challeng[ing] the code or 
[ .. . ] public perception of the medium." 93 This early Silver Age was generally a 
conventional and conservative era for the superhero, with stories more full of antics and 
gimmicks than any real risk for the characters. As more of these sanctioned characters 
came back into print, they were often teamed together for greater sales, which led 
Martin Goodman, publisher of upstart Marvel Comics (nee Timely Comics, Atlas Comics), 
to solicit the 1961 inaugural issue of the Fantastic Four from Stan Lee which would offer 
revolutionary feet-of-clay superheroes.94 By the so-called Bronze Age of the 1980s, 
these cracks in the superheroes' fa~ade would crumble into darker anti-heroes afflicted 
with major psychological distress. The watershed moment of 1986 would be marked by 
the instant classics of Alan Moore's deconstructionist Watchmen and Frank Miller's 
anarchist Batman: The Dark Knight Returns95 along with Crisis on Infinite Earths and 
Secret Wars. 
Over these last twenty-five years, notable scholarly attempts have been made to 
detail the superhero genre. The collective elements of what defines a superhero were 
92 Nyberg, Amy Kiste. Seal of Approval. Jackson, MS: UP of Mississippi, 1998. 136. 
93 qtd in Nyberg, 158-159. 
94 Nyberg, 137. She also credits the Batman television show with cementing this new superhero craze of 
the 1960s. 
95 Versaci, Rocco. Th is Book Contains Graphic Language: Comics as Literature. New York: Continuum, 
2007. 9-10. 
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roughly outlined in 1992 by Reynolds and revised in 2006 by Peter Coogan, author of 
Superheroes: The Secret Origin of a Genre. For Reynolds, these elements are the hero 
(a) having lost his/her parents, 
(b) hearkening to some godly myth, 
(c) pursuing justice, 
(d) wielding powers or skills beyond that of the general populace, 
(e) concealing his or her true identity, often through the use of a costume and 
moniker, 
(f) exhibiting respect for the law, loyalty, and restraint,96 and 
(g) operating in an enmeshed science/magic environment.97 
After a tumultuous and nearly ruinous decade economically for the comic book industry, 
Coogan synthesized these down to four primary conventions. These four feature the 
superhero 
(A) having a pro-social mission, 
(B) exhibiting remarkable powers or skills, 
(C) maintaining an alternate identity or being identified by a distinctive 
codename, and 
96 This element is key for Robert Jewett and John Shelton Lawrence in their evaluation of the American 
monomyth, though they extend the superheroes' discipline to not only include the most careful use of 
their powers but also to foreswear all manner of temptation, sexual and otherwise. The American hero 
must stand apart from the society he or she defends. See Jewett and Lawrence. The Myth of the American 
Superhero. Grand Rapids, Ml: W.B. Eerdmans, 2002. 
97 Reynolds 12-16. 
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(D) conveying that identity through a specialized costume. 98 
As with any genre, notes Coogan, if lacking any of A-D, exhibiting a "generic distinction" 
where the character acts like or is lumped in with superheroes may in itself qualify the 
character as a superhero.99 100 As a test case for the Reynolds' and Coogan's sets of 
elements, consider the Hulk, created in 1962 by Stan Lee and Jack Kirby for the fledgling 
Marvel Comics. With his superhuman strength, his alter ego of Bruce Banner, and 
trademark green skin accompanied by shredded clothes, "the Hulk can be said to be a 
superhero without a mission" in Coogan's scheme, lacking a pro-social mission. 101 But 
his continual association with various superhero teams, supervillains, and publications 
qualify him for Coogan's generic distinction and easy placement in the superhero genre. 
On the other hand, in terms of Reynolds's elements, the Hulk, a fifty-year mainstay in 
Marvel's publishing universe of characters and two-time feature film character, only 
cleanly fulfills two of the criteria (d and g) . And this is not only a matter of math: the 
Hulk has often exhibited behavior and storylines diametrically opposed to "pursuing 
justice," since the bestial Hulk often has little regard for society's norms, or "respect for 
98 Coogan 30-39. Coogan considers conventions C and D to constitute one element, making his formula for 
the superhero solely the three elements MPI: Mission, Power, and Identity. While I feel there are certain 
cases where codename and costume are either in opposition or radically distinct from each other, I defer 
to his count of there being three elements (MPI) or four conventions (MPCC). 
99 Coogan 39-43. 
100 The lost parents, pursuit of justice, and acknowledgment of law for Reynolds (a, c, f) are absorbed as a 
motivator, expression, and limits of Coogan's pro-social mission (A) . Reynolds's use of a costume to 
conceal one's identity (e) is expanded into two separate elements for Coogan, codename (C) and costume 
(D), which, taken together as identity may cover Reynolds's weaker expectation for a mythic aura (b). 
Coogan seems to discard Reynolds's hybrid science-magic setting (g) as just that, a factor for the story 
environment, not the hero. 
101 Coogan 40. 
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the law" (the military, for example, attempts t o capture him). While Reynolds's work has 
merit, particularly in the context of '90s su perheroes, Coogan's elements are more 
firmly grounded in genre theory and cover more of my 1985-2010 sample.102 
Superheroes' Additional Element and the Subgenre 
In addition to Coogan's four conventions for the genre, I submit that there is 
another defining element for superheroes: in a medium fueled by transition and 
sequence, the comic book superhero remains fixed. Part of their appeal comes from 
their arrest, a prohibition against permanent change. This quality may seem ironic given 
their place in a medium that nearly disallows any enduring final conclusion. Yet, the 
continual, serial nature of superheroes' images and publications requires the figure to 
remain perpetually fresh .103 Characters are often rebooted, and titles are frequently 
restarted. Some of the most successful superhero comics storytellers, therefore, are the 
ones who can create action-packed plots that seem to cause a dynamic change in the 
characters but ultimately circle them back to their personal starting points. 
Bradford Wright offers the excellent example of John Byrne's work on The X-
Men, Fantastic Four, and Superman as a prime example of this trend to rework 
"nostalgic qualities into a modern superhero narrative."104 Byrne would hearken back to 
some of the characters' Golden Age or Silver Age characteristics, even to some of the 
102 Coogan 24-29. 
103 Wolk 102. 
104 Wright, Bradford. Comic Book Nation : The Transformation of Youth Culture in America. Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins UP, 2001. 265. 
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artistic minutiae, and spin them with a contemporary explanation fo r the readers (e.g. 
Superman gives off a protective aura just above his skin, allowing for his costume to 
remain unharmed in many circumstances; Fantastic Four team member the Thing 
originally appeared as lumpen and mud-like, due to his rock-l ike hide undergoing a 
gradual transition). With these explanations, Byrne could uphold even characters earlier 
adventures as still being logical, coherent, and a consistent component of the current 
character's life. This approach also gave readers the impression that the character had 
been evolving all along even if it had never been noted within the stories. For comics 
creators like Byrne, this ability "to present the illusion of real and lasting change" 105 
allows these stories to function as more than solely action-adventure. 
To paraphrase Umberto Eco's essay "The Myth of Superman," 106 this 
unconsumable state-superheroes' unchangingness-gives superhero stories rather 
unique access to narrative settings such as the afterlife. Denying this crucial aspect of 
the genre leads to the narrative dead end. As I have noted elsewhere/07the superhero 
cannot effect real change, the sort that breaks radically from the status quo. First, such 
a change would radically disconnect the superhero from the real-world experience of 
the reader. Whatever heavy suspension of disbelief the reader must already endure 
(e .g. in a flying man, in alien life, in an Atlantean, etc.) crumbles under the added weight 
105 Wolk 103. 
106 Eco, Umberto . "The Myth of Superman." Arguing Comics, ed . Jeet Heer and Kent Worcester. Jackson, 
MS: UP of Mississippi, 2004. 150. 
107 Lewis, A. David. "Superman Graveside." Graven Images: Religion in Comic Books and Graphic Novels . 
New York: Continuum, 2010. 
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of, for instance, Moscow being razed to the ground 108 or a second 'Counte r-Earth' 
revolving around the opposite side of the sun .109Accepting abnormal powers in a setting 
that resembles the real world is far easier than accepting such powers in a world that 
has changed drastically from the reader's own. Second, the ability to effect radical 
change also leaves the superhero vulnerable to questions of cosmic responsibility and 
human independence. If the superhero can use his or her powers to prevent bank 
robberies, why is that same superhero not deposing tyrants? And, if he or she can 
depose tyrants, why not solve the world energy crisis? Further, if able to do both those 
grand things, why get mired in normal humans' flimsy morality? Why be limited by their 
rules? Why care about humans at all? The domino effect of allowing change grows in 
magnitude on par with the super-abilities of the character, and with near god-like 
powers could come the threat of a god-like role if this generic adhesion to the status 
quo is violated to any extreme. 110 In order to maintain the Superman who co-exists with 
and lives to help-rather than rule, ignore, or abandon-humanity, a timeless Superman 
must be preserved, one who exists in what Eco calls an "oneiric climate." 111 
This basic inability to change also means that superheroes can die, but they 
108 Ellis, Warren and Bryan Hitch. The Authority: Relentless. New York: Wildstorm, 2000. 
109 David, Peter, Chris Claremont, Joe Casey, Joe Kelly, Fabian Nicieza, and Ethan Van Sciver, Salvador 
Larroca, and Mike McKone. Heroes Reborn : The Return. New York: Marvel, 1998. 
110 This end result is played out in Miracleman 17, where the title character has become recogni zed as an 
all -powerful deity, leading to his largely cutting ties w ith human ethics. When he refuses to aid a man's 
ailing daughter, Miracleman explains, " It' s just a question of relative values, I suppose. What's important 
changes from where you're looking" (24) . See Gaiman, Neil (w) and Mark Buckingham (a). "The Golden 
Age : A Prayer ... And Hope ... " Miracleman 17 (August 1990). 
111 Eco 153. 
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cannot perish. I suggest this as part of the fifth element for identifying the superhero 
genre. Death is not a change for a superhero-it is merely an existence elsewhere. 
Inexistence would be a true change, thereby making it fun ctionally impossible for a 
superhero character. Few superhero comics, though, acknowledge outright that being a 
superhero grants the individual means by which to circumvent permanent death. For 
some characters, the trend of resurrecting becomes so overt that it is declared to be a 
subset of their other superpowers (e.g. Marvel Girl/Phoenix, Wonder Man, Adam 
Warlock), eventually leading to characters for whom resurrection is their main power 
(e.g. Resurrection Man, Immortal Man). 112 However, the potential for resurrection or 
return is a widely understood and accepted trait of all bona fide superheroes in the eyes 
of their readership/13 in fact, upon the death of a particular character, many reading 
communities immediately begin to ask how shortly the deceased will return . 
Two examples most easily given would be the brief deaths of the archer 
Hawkeye in 2004 and of the supersoldier Captain America in 2007. While reviewing the 
very issue in which Hawkeye dies, online critic Keith Dallas's immediate response is to 
begin speculating on the hero's return .114 Three years later, Captain America 's 
assassination made mainstream news, but his death was not taken as permanent by 
comics fandom; sources including The New York Times reported readers' incredulity, 
112 See the online "Revolving Door of Death" articles written for The Quarter Bin at 
<http://www. fo rtu necity .co m/tattooi ne/ n iven/142/ revolvi n/rd master. htm I>. 
113 Duncan and Smith 230. 
114 Johnson, Craig, Jason Cornwell, Keith Dallas, et al. "Sunday Slugfest-Avengers #502." The Comics 
Bullet in. 26 Sept. 2004.3 May 2011< htt p:/ /www.comicsbulletin .com/reviews/109621220273597 .htm> 
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" rang[ing] from a cynica i 'Yeah, right ' and 'I know it's temporary' " to the more media-
savvy: " 'I'm fairly sure killing Cap with a movie in development (plus a possible Avengers 
flick on the way as well) would not be very sensible. So, I sh all wait and see."' 115 
Overcoming death itself has become an expectation of the genre. As such, the 
superhero t ales make regular use of the afterlife sett ing as it is far more permeable to 
them than protagonists of many other genres. 
Superheroes operate in the afterlife so often that it is possible to identify 
recurring genre elements in superhero afterlife narratives that argue for the recognition 
of a distinct subgenre. The six elements I identify have never previously been grouped 
together as describing a subgenre or in relationship to the superhero genre. 
Additionally, they bear no direct ties to the five conventionsof the larger superhero 
genre.116 Some of these subgenre elements do find their origins in classic stories of the 
afterlife, and I will attempt to identify possible predecessors as I detail each element. It 
is important to state, though, that none of these elements were specifically prescribed 
by comics publishers, editors, creators, distr ibutors, or audiences before the comics 
went into print and were sold. Instead, these recurring elements grew out of genre' s 
interplay within the communities of comics readers and creators. This interplay could 
take on a variety of forms, from formal petit ions, to letters page discussion, to sales 
115 Gustines, George Gene. "Captain America Is Dead; America n Hero Si nce 1941" The New York Times 8 
March 2007. 3 May 2011<http:/ /www.nytimes. com/2007 /03/08/books/08capt.html>. 
116 Therefore, the superhero afterlife subgenre generally fo llows a total of 9 element s, 3 from its 'parent ' 
genre and 6 uniq ue to its own subgenre. 
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numbers, to ephemera l and untraceable scuttlebutt. My goal is not t o root out the 
origin for these elements, since, without some overt force artificially putting them in 
place, the elements' existence is compelling enough to merit their examination. Simply, 
their inadvertent repetition strengthens the claim that this is a distinct subgenre. The 
recurring presence of these elements confirms that these stories are part of a shared 
narrative value system for a fluid creative community. 
The six recurring elements of the subgenre, in brief, are 
1. The afterlife setting is said to take place in an Alternate Dimension or 
supernatural realm, a locale largely inaccessible by conventional means. 
2. The afterlife realm has a main Adversary or Demon, the A/astor, either ruling 
it or providing a major impasse. 
3. A character known for his valor or villainy exhibits a Heroic Reversal, 
performing acts that are morally opposite to his habits. 
4. In the course of the adventure, a character will meet with a lost or distant 
member of his kin in a Familial Encounter. 
5. The story includes characters being overwhelmed by Dreams or 
Hallucinations, visual illusions and images based in a questionable or 
manipulated reality. 
6. There will be a Liberated Character, one who had been consigned to the 
afterlife but returns to life. 
As an unspoken, uti litarian basis for superheroes' adventures in the afterlife, 
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these six elements serve at least three separate functions. First, acting in accordance 
with Ricoeur et al.'s role for genre, the elements reflect and respond to how a 
community of readers grows to consider themselves. I call this function the theoretical 
function of the subgenre, tied as it is to the idea of historical versus theoretical genres. 1 
will begin to touch upon the theoretical towards the conclusion this chapter. Chapters 
two, three, and four will expand upon its treatment to help determine what manner of 
selfhood is being communicated and potentially accepted by readers in each storyline. 
Second, the elements act as safeguards against the narratives unraveling. The 
elements themselves may not be recognized by readers, but their presence in each plot 
likely feels familiar and grounding to audiences. These safeguards allow the superhero 
stories to remain relatable and accessible in remarkably fantastic environments. I will 
discuss this safeguard function in detail shortly, as I address each element in turn, and 
then, at the end of this chapter, show how the various elements work collectively in a 
comic book series. 
And third, the elements highlight incongruity between standard narrative and 
the afterlife setting. This incongruity is the corollary of the safeguard: the genre 
elements of superhero afterlife stories increase their comprehensibility, but they can 
generate narrative tensions, too. The six elements may help to alleviate narrative 
tensions by keeping any rupture between the community's standard reading practices 
and the wider possibilities of the afterlife setting from disrupting the stories. However, 
in conjunction with the safeguard function, the six elements could be taken as markers 
for the reading community, for alternate ways in which th ey may opt to cons ider 
themselves. Therefore, I call this third function rupture. In chapter four and in my 
conclusion, I will discuss how this rupture function may allow readers to deviate 
imaginatively from the more common, unified concepts of selfhood . 
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In the examples that follow, I will attempt to show the prevalence of particular 
elements in several superhero titles rather than exploring the complete storylines 
themselves. That task-summarizing a complete superhero narrative and then assessing 
how the individual elements operate within them-will be saved for two storylines at 
the end of this chapter. Subsequent chapters will use close readings of particular 
storylines to consider each implication of this subgenre. 
Element 1: Alternate Dimension 
Establishing that the afterlife exists in an alternate dimension from everyday 
Earth life separates the story from commonplace reality. Afterlife stories are meant to 
be exceptions, quests that cannot be normally undertaken . Rather explicitly, each story 
makes it clear that the afterlife is someplace else, another dimension or plane of reality. 
The subgenre turns a blind eye to how frequently, in truth, the superheroes travel to the 
afterlife. It is not meant to co-exist with the mundane; it is not meant to be easily 
accessible to the living. At one point, the elaborate instructions of Calypso or the Sibyl's 
demand for a golden bough would have been enough to deter the average person from 
undertaking the miraculous underworld journeys of Odysseus or Aeneas. Plutarch 
describes Thespeius as having to travel"an immense distance over rays of light to the 
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verge of a great chasm" in order to emphasize the extreme distance between real ms of 
the living and realms of the dead.117 As recently as the seventh century CE, the Muslim 
prophet Muhammad was shown the Garden (al-janna) and the Fire (al-nar) of the 
afterlife only by means of a mythological winged horse, "the fantastic steed Buraq," 118 
on his Night Journey and Ascen sion. 
This requirement of existing in an alternate dimension reflects how, narratively, 
the afterlife has continued to move farther away in the history of literary accounts. Alice 
Turner and Diane Sterling' s A History of Hell accounts for several expansions of the 
underworld, particularly those developed by early Christianity and Hellenistic Judaism. 
The apocryphal Second Enoch added new climates and an expanded order to the 
heavens' levels; First Enoch also offered the idea of "a place which had no firmament of 
the heaven above,"119 a skyless limit. Virgil's invention of Limbo120 was widened and 
"put to new use. Christian tradition came to include two Limbos," one for unbaptized 
babies and the other for revered pagans.121 Enlightenment and post-Enlightenment 
'scientific' assertions about hell located it in outer space: Tobias Swinden's An Enquiry 
into the Nature and Place of He// "proved that the sun was logically and scientifically the 
117 Bernstein , Alan E. The Formation of Hell: Death and Retribution in the Ancient and Early Christian 
Works. Ithaca, NY: Corne ll Un iversity Press, 1993 . 79. 
118 Rustomj i, Nerina. The Garden and the Fire: Heaven and Hell in Islamic Culture. New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2009 . 27 . 
119 Turner, Al ice and Diane Sterling. A History of Hell. New York: Harcourt Brace & Co., 1993 .44. 
120 Turner 37. 
121 Turner 58. 
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site of Hell/'122 and William Whiston, inspired by Edmund Halley, felt it must be in a 
comet-like path near Saturn.123 
Despite how often their adventures take place there, the afterlife is supposed to 
remain a difficult, distant realm for superheroes, too. Even if superscience, intensive 
magic, or godly mandate make the travel possible, the superhero characters question 
whether this is a threshold that should be crossed. Doctor Strange, known to the mystics 
of Earth as the Sorcerer Supreme, expresses apprehension when preparing this 
trespass.124 When he and Doctor Doom attempt to liberate Doom's damned mother in 
the graphic novel Triumph and Torment, Strange gives a curious warning: "Through that 
infernal portal lies the Hadean Netherworld! Pray that we both are at peace with 
whatever gods we worship-from this point on, there can be no turning back!" 125 The 
plural gods suggests how ill-at-ease Strange must be; despite the preeminent mastery of 
his craft that allows intrusion into the underworld, Strange offers the equivalent of a 
prayer for their uncertain return from it. In a separate adventure, Strange takes extreme 
precautions before daring to venture into the underworld by means of the Fermented 
Sweat of Morpheus. He puts his physical body in a state of suspended animation, has his 
flesh safeguarded by his manservant Wong in a secret room, and arranges for the 
deceased heroine Dead Girl to rece ive his astral form on the other side. Strange cannot 
122 Turner 195. 
123 Turner 196. 
124 Stern, Roger (w) and Mike Mignola (a). Doctor Strange and Doctor Doom: Triumph and Torment. New 
York : Marvel Comics, 1989. 40. 
125 Stern and Mignola 41. 
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undertake this journey lightly. 126 Thor goes a step further by both blinding and hanging 
himself from the World Ash in order to access Hel as if dead .127 Still others like Booster 
Gold and his former Justice League teammates are transported to hell accidentally when 
a mystic artifact is terribly mishandled.128 While superheroes may have the means to 
penetrate it, the afterl ife remains a place that both is and should be remote from them. 
The danger, it seems, is that the afterlife might become too ordinary: too much 
of a fact and not enough of a belief. If the existence of an afterlife is confirmed by easy, 
repeated trips there, any requirement for faith or call for belief in it is negated. The term 
afterlife suggests a time distinction: one that is after life, naturally. The synonymous 
hereafter, however, connotes a conflict between both place and time; it is, almost by 
definition, not here. At least, it is a here that cannot be now experienced, thereby giving 
even superheroes pause when, seemingly, it can. Positioning any afterlife, therefore, is 
far from simple-heaven is not just 'up,' hell is not necessarily 'down,' and a general 
underworld need not be underground. It could be anywhere but here. The Avengers can 
only access the hell ruled by the arch-devil Satannish by side-stepping through other 
demons' realms/29 and the villainous Arcane becomes disembodied and lost in a tangle 
126 Milligan, Peter (w), Nick Dragotta and Mike Allred (a). Dead Girl. New York : Marvel, 2006. 32. 
127 Oeming, Michael Avon (w) and Andrea DiVito (a) . Avengers Dissassembled: Thor. New York : Marvel, 
2004. 101. 
128 Giffen, Keith and J.M. DeMatteis (w) and Kevin Maguire (a), I Can ' t Believe It's Not the Justice League. 
New York: DC Comics, 2005. 43 
129 Thomas an d Ross 2. 
58 
of dimensions tied to hell.130 Even the Son of Satan, Avengers ally Daimon Hellstorm, 
cannot simply detour into his estranged father's land. He says, "Between topside and 
down under, things like time and space and reality get nonlinear. I'm every possible me 
going down every possible stairway to every possible Hell" until he arrives at Charon 's 
River an d then the Egyptia n afterlife of Anubis and Thoth .131 
At the same time, the afterlife must be real enough for the characters, a second 
product of the alternate dimension element. If the alternate dimension establishes that 
the afterlife is emphatically not everyday reality, then it also establishes that the 
afterlife is a separate reality. For the characters, it is not a fantasy. Physics may be 
different in the afterlife and existence may be similar-but-unlike life on Earth. The 
Alternate Dimension element assures both the characters and readers that there is 
another understanding of reality still functioning in their new setting. 
Element 2: Demon/Adversary-Aiastor 
After accessing the afterlife and gauging its reality, superheroes often also face a 
primary opponent there . Th is applies equally for afterlives of punishment like hell, of 
contentment like heaven, of pleasure like the Garden, of uncertainty like Sheol, and so 
forth. For entertainment purposes, the superhero afterlife subgenre usually presents a 
demonic opponent, one antithetical to the do-gooders' intentions. However, the main 
purpose for this element in terms of the subgenre is for the out-of-place superheroes to 
130 Moore, Bissette, Totleben, and McManus 61. 
131 Irvine and Braun 56-58. 
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be confronted by a powerful figure who rules or embodies the afterlife realm itself. To 
distance it from being strictly associated with a Christian concept of Satan or God, 1 call 
this role the A/astor. In Greek myth, the Alastor is a designation for several roles, one of 
which "tempts men toward evil or folly and then punishes them for it."132 It could refer 
equally to Zeus as to a demon; likewise, it could avenge wronged persons or be slain by 
heroes such as Odysseus.133 It is also the title of an 1816 poem by Percy Bysshe Shelley 
who uses the term to refer to the motivating genius of a poet. His wife, Mary Shelley, 
wrote that he dwelled on this as his health faded: 
The death which he had often contemplated during the last months as certain 
and near he here represented in such colours as had in his lonely musings 
soothed his soul to peace[, ... ]the purest form he could conceive painted in the 
ideal hues which his brilliant imagination inspired and softened by the recent 
anticipation of death.134 
Considering how this role bears as strongly on mortality as on comics creators' creative 
imaginations on the afterlife, I find A/astor a particularly fitting designation. Whatever 
character fulfills this role of the Alastor also emphasizes margins to the afterlife. That is, 
for the Alastor to rule or guard a realm, the Alastor's domain must be recognized as a 
realm, one with some manner of limits and borders. An infinite dominion cannot be 
132 Turner 27. 
133 Smith, William . Dictionary of Greek and Roman Biography and Mythology. Boston: Little, Brown, and 
Co., 1867. 89. 
134 
"Mrs. Shelley's Notes on A/astor." A/astor, or On the Spirit of Solitude and Other Poems. By Percy 
Bysshe Shelley. London: Reeves and Turner, 1887. xlvi. 
60 
represented by a finite guardian (or number of guardians). 
Of course, the Alastor can be and often is some manner of demon. The 2007 
character index Marvel Zombies: The Book of Angels, Demons & Various Monstrosities 
catalogues over 120 separate demons appearing in Marvel Comics publications.135 Of 
them, approximately ten are categorized as Hell-lords, sovereigns of different infernal 
dimensional pockets competing with each other for damned souls: "Each of the Hell-
lords tempts mortal beings to sin so that when they die their souls will be forfeit to that 
Hell-lord, who gains power via that number of souls contained within his realm of Hell, 
as well as via worshippers." 136 This is Marvel Comics's method of adopting as wide a 
swath of world mythology for storytelling purposes as possible without eliminating any 
particular embodiment of an underworld ruler. 137 Marvel Comics's main competitor, DC 
Comics, also has its own clashing rulers of heii-Neron, Bilal, Lady Blaze, etc. 138-any or 
135 Christiansen, Jeff, Michael Hoskin, Stuart Vandal, Chad Anderson, Madison Carter, David Wiltfong, 
Ronald Byrd, Eric J. Moreels, Anthony Flamini, and AI Sjoerdsma. Marvel Zombies: The Book of Angels, 
Demons & Various Monstrosities (September 2007) : 13-20. The totality of all Marvel Comics publications 
is often referred to as the Marvel Universe or MU, as are all publications of DC Comics said to be the DC 
Universe or DCU. Some amount of cross-accountability, termed continuity, is expected so that one story in 
the Marvel Universe is not in direct contradiction with another such story. Both 'universes,' however, 
allow for many different planes of reality, a multiverse, where such contradictions are assigned to 
separate dimensions for the sake of a consistent narrative. Therefore, characters in the Marvel Universe-
note the upper-case U-recognize the reality of other lower-case u universes. Other superhero publishing 
companies, such as Image Comics, are also expected to have a degree of continuity across their publishing 
'universes' unless specifically noted . The Alternate Dimension element leaves open the question as to 
whether the afterlife is simply another corner of the multiverse or something entirely and uniquely 
different. 
136 Christiansen et al13. 
137 This cosmology also takes for granted the notion of a moral reality, in which sin is a universal concept. 
Additionally, it has no problem with the dualistic assertion of a personal, immortal soul. 
138 
"The Unofficial Hell Biography."Unofficial Guide to the DC Universe. n.d. 1 July 2010 
http :/ /www.dcuguide.com/where.php?name=hel l 
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all of which could be seen as the Satan, the primary embodiment of evil. "One could 
possibly say that all demons are just different aspects of the Evil Whole. [ ... ] But the 
demonic incarnations of Evil are varied and different, with their own purposes and 
modus operandi." 139 Each demon may be an idiosyncratic expression of overall Evil. 
To some degree, this multitude of demons reflects the wealth of material writers 
have mined to present superheroes with opponents. Superheroes steeped in their own 
mythology have a preexisting set of wardens for the underworld. For instance, when 
Thor-equally an Avenger and the Nordic god of thunder-perishes, he must be rescued 
from Hela's realm. 140 His fellow Avenger Hercules instead confronts Pluto when he 
travels to Hades to liberate his slain father Zeus.141 Neither Hela nor Pluto bear a strict 
resemblance to their portrayals in the Eddas or The Metamorphoses, respectively, but 
the literary accuracy of depictions of ancient characters are rarely the point.142 A 
reimagined Pazuzu143 serves as an infernal opponent, an Alastor, to the superhero 
Nightcrawler, 144 and a blurred amalgamation of Hellenism and Puritan prohibitions on 
139 
"The Unofficial Hell Biography." Marvel Comics's publication states approximately the same thing, 
saying, "Under unspecified circumstances, several or all of the Hell-lords have existed as a gestalt Satan, 
encompassing their collective desires, powers, and realms" (Marvel Zombies 13). 
140 Oeming and DiVito 103. 
141 Van Lente, Fred and Greg Pak (w), Rodney Buchemi, Deitrich Smith, and Ryan Stegman (a) . The 
Incredible Hercules: Dark Reign . New York: Marvel, 2009. 110. 
142 Turner 29. 
143 Turner 17. 
144 Aguirre-Sacasa, Roberto (w) and Darick Robertson (a) . Nightcrawler: The Devil Inside . New York : Marvel 
Com ics, 2005. 
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black magic145 inform Captain Marvel's nemesis Lord Satanus. With each opponent, a 
fresh hell is offered: the literal meaning of this sentiment is how Satan us overthrows 
Neron in Reign in Hell. As his erstwhile ally Lilith says, " Even the lowest scullery dreg 
knows that Neron personifies the dominion."146 Satan us contaminates hell's denizens, 
weakening Neron and making defeat in his own embodied realm possible .147 
Conversely, the number of adversaries may be taken as a dodge by comics 
creators from implying a subscription to one particular faith, namely Christianity-a 
concern over presenting one, true Satan. Conceptually, Satan is built from a large 
number of sources. Aspects for him are drawn from the horned god Cernunnos from 
Celtic lore; Hades,148 the satyrs, and Pan from the Greeks;149the Etruscan underworld 
demon Charun;150 and Hephaestus, Prometheus, Phaethon, Icarus, all associated with 
flame and personal ruin. 151 Though these did not wholly congeal until between the third 
and the fifth century CE/52 the notion of individual, lesser demons being subservient to 
an arch-demon offers a convenient narrative tool to comics writers : by only invoking a 
145 Del banco, Andrew. The Death of Satan: How Americans Have Lost the Sense of Evil. New York: 
Noonday Press, 1996. 42, 74. 
146 Giffen, Keith (w}, Tom Derenick, Bill Sienkiewicz, and Michael Atiyeh (a). Reign in He//6(2009), 24. 
147 One conspicuous absence in all the individual comics I have reviewed is the Islamic keeper of hell Malik 
(Rustomji 32). Unsmiling and, according to hadith lore, quite fearsome looking, he is the ch ief angel 
responsible for maintaining the Fire (al-nar) (119). Whether his absence in the comics is due to the 
creators being unfamiliar with him or the ir being apprehensive about employing an Islamic figure is 
unclear. 
148 Bernstein 276. 
149 DeiBanco 26. 
150 Turner 11. 
151 Turner 61. 
152 Turner 65. 
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devil, t he subgenre can also have readers infer, if they choose, the existence of the 
Devil, of an ultimate Satan. Any pagan gods or imps can be subsumed into the myth of 
Satan. In fact, once the singular figure of Satan was more full y placed and understood as 
the Lord of hell, the concept of Charun further evolved-or, rather, reverted-back to 
one of his demons, eventually arriving as the source for the Riverman of the Styx, 
Charon .153 
Marvel Comics's answer to the/a Satan has generally been Mephisto, created by 
Stan Lee and John Buscema in 1968.154 This creation far predates the DC Comics's 
preeminent ruler of hell, Neron, introduced by Mark Waid and Howard Porter in 
1995.155Mephisto, his name a play off of Goethe and Faust's Mephistopheles/ 56 
alternates between acknowledging other Hell-lords as a form of fraternal kin-as when 
Hawkeye leads his own West Coast Avengers team to confront Satannish157 -and as 
imposters to his supremacy: "You have called me demon and monster-but I the LORD 
OF THE DEMONS," he booms at Doctor Strange and Doctor Doom as his shape becomes 
153 DeGrummond, Nancy and Erika Simon. The Religion of the Etruscans . Austin, TX: University of Texas 
Press, 2006. 57. According to Liddell and Scott' s A Greek-English Lexicon (Oxford: Clarendon Press 1843, 
1985 printing), the word charon itself "may be a euphemism for death" (1980-1981) . 
154 Oropeza 164. It is also noted in this passage that it is the introdu ction of Mephisto that seems to 
convert the depiction of the Silver Surfer, Lee and Kirby's near-godly space wanderer, into far more of a 
human, Christ-like figure under Buscema's brush (165). 
155 Waid, Mark (w), Scott Peterson, Dennis Janke, et al (a) . Underworld Unleashed. New York : DC Comics, 
1998. Prior to 1995, there had been a variety of ruling beings in Hell, including a version of Lucifer who 
would later go on to abdicate his position . See Gaiman, Nei l (w) and Kelly Jones, Mike Dringenberg, 
Malcolm Jones Ill, and Matt Wagner (a). Sandman: Season of Mists. New York: Vertigo, 1992. Since that 
particular vacancy, Neron was the preeminent ruler of Hell until the 2009 Reign in Hell mini-series, where 
Lady Blaze supplanted him and her brother Satanus. 
156 Oropeza 165. 
157 Thomas and Ross 19. See the following f amilial encounter element. 
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less humanoid, "The ultimate monster! I am the LIVING EVIL. .. / AM MEPH/ST0/!" 158 
It is worth noting, though, that this Alastor role is not limited to hell-like realms 
alone. When the Martian Man hunter and Zauriel fight to defend heaven, they must 
square off against the rebel war angel Asmodel. 159 Though arguably a superhero comic, 
the series Preacher features a white-bearded glowing God as heaven's Alastor, 
combative towards those looking for Him to show repentance.160 In fact, in separate 
adventures, both Hercules and the Silver Surfer face alternate versions of themselves as 
Alastors of Limbo-like afterlife settings.161162 
Element 3: Heroic Reversal 
Many characters behave in an uncharacteristic way in the afterlife setting, a 
hallmark for how disorienting-or reorienting-the afterlife can be. In the 14thcentury, 
lost, meek Dante requires Virgil to guide him through the Inferno, yet the same 
milquetoast cries for more pain and more anguish to be heaped upon fellow Florentine 
Fillippo Argenti in the fifth circle of hell. 163 The 12th century account of the Irish knight 
Tundale, The Vision of Tundale, shows a man blessed both with a tour of hell and with a 
return to life but also punished for his unexpected sins of theft and false dealings. 164 
Even further back, in 4thcentury BCE Mesopotamia, the goddess lshtar/lnnana first 
158 Stern and Mignola 70. 
159 Millar, Mark (w) and Ariel Olivetti (a). JLA : Paradise Lost 3 (1998) : 1. 
160 Ennis, Ga rth (w) and Steve Dillon (a). Preacher 66 (2000) : 23. 
161 Van Lente and Pak 134. 
162 Marz, Ron (w), Ron Lim (p), and Tom Christopher (i) . Silver Surfer 3.64 (April 1992) . 
163 Inferno, Vlll.37-62 . 
164 Gardiner 163-164. 
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chooses to visit but then attacks her sister, goddess of the underworld Eresh kigal. The 
startling assault was in response to lshtar/lnnana being compelled to shed her 
clothes.165 In short, the afterlife has never been a locale for predictable behavior. Hero 
and villain alike respond in atypical ways to the reality of an existence after corporeal 
death. 
Morality and priorities are frequently reconsidered by characters in the afterlife. 
What had been the underpinnings to their actions in life are undermined when ultimate 
reward is won/lost or when matters of the flesh are made moot. In Reign in Hell, the 
second-generation superhero Zatanna leads a team of magic users into hell's civil war. 
Her deceased father, the legendary magician Zatara, explains to her teammate Sargon 
how erroneous their goals are in hell. 
Zatara-"Magic is not a super power. It is a discipline! A potentially dangerous 
discipline! [ ... ]This is Hell! Your motives for coming here, whatever they may be, 
are rooted in traditions that date back to before the first World War! Super hero 
traditions! Might applied to a just cause makes right, virtue triumphs over 
avarice." 
Sargon-"'Here we come to save the day."' 
Zatara-"Exactly! We are not super heroes! The heroic tradition does not, 
cannot apply to us! Whatever you told yourselves, however you tried to 
165 Turner 6. 
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rationalize the act, the underlying truth is you came here hoping to influence 
Hell by example! Noble? Yes. Foolish? Absolutely. 11166 
Hell is an afterlife setting where the superhero principles may be misplaced or 
destabilized-even in the superhero afterlife subgenre. Coogan's pro-social mission 
begins to degrade slightly when the idea of society and the notion of having missions are 
complicated . It is reminiscent of Odysseus, armed with the goals and humor of the 
living, coming to the fallen noble hero Achilles in the afterlife . In all likelihood, Odysseus 
would never have expected Achilles to be self-pitying and wish himself "a wretched 
farmer's serf" rather than be one of the honored dead.167 
A character's moral perspective can be upturned-whereas actions while alive 
may determine one's placement after death, these same actions are not necessarily part 
of one's eternal existence. As one of Zantanna's team in hell, the superhero Blue Devil 
tries to rationalize killing a demon, since murder would have been abhorrent to him on 
Earth .168 Zatanna's ally Ragman is attacked by his friend Jack Ryder, otherwise known as 
the heroic Creeper. Only the Creeper's mind rules in hell; Ryder's morality is absent.169 
Simply, what made the Creeper a hero on Earth is absent in the afterlife. Moreover, 
what makes one a hero on Earth may not be rewarded in the afterlife. Doctor Occult's 
166 Giffen and Derenick, #5 27 . 
167 Turner 22. 
168 Giffen and Derenick, #5 13. 
169 Giffen and Derenick, #3 13. A similar reversal takes place in Green Arrow: Quiver where Jason Blood, 
the human host of the demon Etrigan, double-crosses the resurrected titular archer while his 'evil' side is 
elsewhere (Smith and Hester 132-135}. 
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late partner Rose Psychic attempts t o convince him that wrong is always wrong: 
Occult-"Correct me if I'm wrong, but we were t he good guys?" 
Rose- "Good guys who did bad things. Situational ethics." 
Occult-"Like we had a choice?" 
Rose-"We are the sum total of the choices we make." 
Occult-"And trying to do the right thing landed you in Hell?" 
Rose-"Trying to do the right thing the wrong way landed me in Purgatory." 170 
Hell also complicates matters for agents of heaven like the Justice League of America's 
colleague, the angel Zauriel. When the sinners of purgatory attack hell in a take-over 
bid, Zauriel says his resistance team is considering joining forces with them. 171 In a battle 
between the damned and the semi-damned, what side should an angel, much less a 
superhero, choose? 
Hero and villain can flip-flop roles in the afterlife. For example, though 
assembled by a number of separate creative teams, the Justice League of America 80-
Page Giant 2011 features a pair of such reversals . The destructive cosmic anti-hero Lobo 
is made to team up with former JLA member Fire when both are deposited in the fourth 
circle of hell for their lives of greed. Whatever grave deeds he has performed in his life 
are now as irrelevant as Fire's heroic ones, as they fight alongside each other for release 
170 Giffen and Derenick, #5 34. 
171 Giffen and Derenick, #4 10. 
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from Plutus's pit.172 In a later vignette, the superhero Plastic Man is corrupted by the 
powerful Hell Mask-the MacGuffin linking the various stories-and all the other heroes 
lured into hell must oppose him.173 
One character frequently and dramatically used to embody the Heroic Reversal 
element is Doctor Doom, monarch of the fictional Eastern European nation of Latveria, 
genius inventor, and adept in the mystic arts. His travel to Mephisto's realm with Doctor 
Strange comes about due to a debt that Strange, who otherwise considers Doom a 
"ruthless dictator,"174 must repay. Once there, Doom seemingly betrays his uneasy ally 
in order to secure his mother's release. 175 Though she is now free, Doom's mother is 
ashamed of her son and refuses to leave with him. However, Doom has planned a 
double-cross: he planted a device on Strange that will release him from Mephisto's 
captivity and allow them to surprise the Hell-lord as Doom's mother manages her own 
passage.176 All three escape, and Strange marvels, "He beat the Devil at his own game! 
Could he have planned all this?" 177 Doom has played all sides of the board, cheating the 
cheater yet also duping his ally. Would an outright villain have planned the doublefeint 
that granted Strange's release as well, or is he amoral and plainly Machiavellian? 
172 Macho, David (w), and Miguel Munera (a). "Greed." Justice League of America 80-Page Giant 2011 . 
New York: DC Comics, 2011. 37-45. 
173 Glass, Adam (w), and Scott McDaniel (a) . " Inferno." Justice League of America 80-Page Giant 2011 . 
New York : DC Comics, 2011. 72-73 . 
174 Stern and Mignola 25 . 
175 Stern and Mignola 62. 
176 Stern and Mignola 66. 
177 Stern and Mignola 77. 
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(Another instance of a possibl e Doom reversa l during a separate afterlife journey will be 
recounted in chapter three.) 
Element 4: Familial Encounter 
Any number of classical and pre-classical afterlife journeys involves the 
bittersweet reunion of a hero with his or her family. As mentioned, lnnana journeys to 
lrkalla specifically to see Ereshkigal. The wine god Dionysus was also supposed to have 
gone to the underworld to rescue his mother, the demi-goddess Semele,178 and 
Thespesius pursued his own father there, too. 179 Odysseus sees his mother among the 
dead/ 80 and Aeneas encounters his father. 181 In fact, Aeneas's father looks ahead 
towards the future of their whole progeny; father and son cannot physically embrace 
but they can share images of what is to come of their family.182 The inverse of this 
scene, a family member looking back on his or her ancestors, is the punishment of 
someone from a wicked line by the goddess Dike.183 
Perhaps it is this precedent of mythological family reunions that makes it such a 
common occurrence in the adventures of myth-based superheroes. When Hercules 
journeys into Pluto's realm, he finds his slain father Zeus chained there and awaiting 
trial for his crimes as All-Father. In that same storyarc, Hercules's sidekick, the orphaned 
178 Turner 24. 
179 Turner 39. 
180 Homer Xl.84-89, 155-224. 
181 Virgil, Vl.910-1218. 
182 Bernstein 71. 
183 Bernste in 75 . 
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boy-genius Amadeus Cho, is fin ally able to see his parents once again and be assured 
that they do not hold him responsible for their deaths.184 Similarly, it is only once Thor 
has allowed himself to be claimed by Hela that his late father Odin can come to his 
rescue.
185 If this mythic standard helps readers to accept or expect such reunions, then 
perhaps it also lends itself to Reynolds's argument of superheroes as our culture's 
modern mythology. After all, it is the most archetypical and legendary of the 
superheroes, Superman and Batman, who are tempted by the images of their parents in 
one of their most recent journeys to hell. 186 Further, when both Batman and Superman 
are absent from a superhero raid on Neron's underworld, it is Captain Marvel-a hero 
imbued with the powers of Atlas, Zeus, and Mercury-who is lured by the vision of his 
late parents' suffering. 187 
This element has the effect of maintaining a character's familial ties when those 
relationships may no longer function. C.S. Lewis addressed this conundrum in The Great 
Divorce, where departed souls could not release their mortal memories, their mortal 
ties, or their mortal relationships. A heavenly Spirit tries to explain to a new Ghost (once 
named Pam) that her dead son Michael is not her own, that he is only the product of her 
mortal body, now gone. Michael will only be with her as much as anyone is with her, 
sharing in the love of God. This revelation proves too shattering for her, though, and she 
184 Van Lente and Pak 130. 
185 Oeming and DiVito 103. 
186 Justice League of America 80-Page Giant 2011 . New York: DC Comics, 2011. 
187 Waid, Mark (w), Scott Peterson, Howard Porter, Dennis Janke, et al (a) . Underworld Unleashed. New 
York : DC Comics, 1998. 145. 
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shows herself to be unready to proceed further towards the mountain for fulfillment. 188 
She cannot release her Pam-ness, her mortal identity that was defined by being a 
mother to Michael. This familial tie is out of place in heaven, suggests Lewis, since souls 
are now returning to their source in God where every being is linked to every other. 
Maintain ing an investment in biological fam ily becomes an obstacle to peace in the 
afterlife, not a virtue. 
This frequent element of familial encounter may express the same denial that 
Lewis's character did-the superhero afterlife subgenre upholds the continuation of 
living relationships. In the end, there is no need for real grief or loss, this element 
suggests, because everyone will be reunited in the afterlife. One is always and remains 
always the person he or she was previously. 
Element 5: Hallucination 
Dreams and hallucinations may be considered a single element because they 
serve the same function in the subgenre. Additionally, there is a close neurological 
relationship between dreams and hallucinations that reasonably supports this 
grouping. 189190 There is a documented neurochemical connection between dreams and 
188 Lewis, C.S. The Great Divorce . New York: HarperCollins, 1973. 97-104. 
189 Hobson, Allan J. Dreaming as Delirium: How the Brain Goes Out of its M ind. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
1999. 
190 Mahowald, Mark W., Sharon R. Woods, and Carlos H. Schenck. "Sleeping Dreams, Waking 
Hal lucinations, and the Central Nervo us Syst em." Dreaming 8.2 {1998): 89-102 . 
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hal lucinations/91 so th eir lit erary relationship is quite understandable. 192 They both blur 
reality in such a way that, when a character emerges from dreaming or hallucinating, his 
or her return environment feels much more concrete than before the dream or vision 
began. 
In several instances of classical and biblical writing, the afterlife is accessed 
through dreams. The seventh-century BCE Assyrian story of prince Kumma recounts 
how, through dreams, he accessed an afterlife of "stillness" and "terror."193 Similarly, 
the narrator of First Enoch dreams "as a means of transport to the otherworld," a belief 
shared widely in Hellenistic times. 194 It also acts as a method of exit, notably and most 
curiously in the Aeneid. Aeneas "exits through a notorious way-the way of dreams-
not to be trusted by the living. Yet one may ask when Aeneas fell asleep, was he not 
conscious through all that he experienced in the Sybil's company?" 195 For Gilgamesh, 
sleep confirms that his late companion Enkidu, who foresaw his own death through 
dreams/96 cannot be restored : having not rested since Enkidu's death, he "sleeps for 
seven days and nights, and when he wakes, he knows his quest is vain."197 Dream's 
bridge to the afterlife is not available for him to cross. 
191 Jacobs, Barry L. " Dreams and Hallucinations: A Common Neurochemical M echanism M ediat ing Thei r 
Phenomenological Similarities ." Neuroscience & Biobehaviora/ Reviews 2.1 (Spring 1978): 59-69. 
192 Segal, though discussing prophecy prima rily, remind s us that hallucinations and "visions are no 
different from dreams" (327). 
193 Bernstein 10. 
194 Segal 350. 
195 Bernstein 72 . 
196 Segal 207. 
197 Turner 9. 
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Superhero stories use dreams and hallucinations as less of a transportation 
device to the afterlife than as metaphorical litmus tests of the afterlife's reality; 198 when 
a hero snaps out of a dream or hallucination back into the afterlife, the reality of the 
afterlife, its veracity, is supported by comparison. While travers ing the Hadean 
Netherwold, Doctor Strange falls into an elaborate il lusion of his life as a physicia n 
before becoming a sorcerer. Only his mystic medallion, the Eye of Agamotto, allows him 
to pierce through the deception and return to the reality of the Netherwold.199 "Within 
its all-revealing brilliance," he declares, "this illusion must fall!" 200 The Doctor-and his 
item of power-trusts in the hellish scene, in its reality, far beyond the hallucination of 
his past. 
In a separate adventure, Hawkeye and his team of Thunderbolts suffer a similar 
set of trials: Hawkeye must face his late mentor, the Swordsman, in an area he calls "the 
Arena of Tainted Souls"; Moonstone is surrounded by an alien planet and the female 
warrior about whom she had been dreaming; Charcoal is confronted by his late 
teammate Jolt; Atlas finds his late brother Carl waiting for him at a bar; Songbird is 
paralyzed by the shriek of her dead lover Angar the Screamer; and Mach-2 squares off 
198 The exception here might be Nightshade, a member of the Shadowpact team, who has a form of 
hallucination that se rves as both a means of transportation and an affirmation of Hell's distinct reality. 
Nightshade's power is to teleport from one place to another through a place called the Land of 
Nightshades. That in-between place is not entirely real, though, and "keeps shifting" in accordance to her 
memories (Giffen and Derenick, #8 2}. Wh ile in Hell, Nightshade attempts to provide passage through her 
shifting Shadowland to another haven - equa lly 'real ' as Hell, though. 
199 Stern and Mignola Sl-55. 
200 Stern and Mignola 56. 
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against someone wearing his former Beetle armor, the man he killed to make a name 
for himself. 201 
Each Thunderbolt conquers his or her vision to regroup and continue the group's 
quest through hell. Here is one variation on the familial encounter element: 
Thunderbolt member Atlas encounters a vision of a family member, only to shake loose 
of the fake reunion . Tike of the deceased X-Statix team has repeated visions of his dead 
grandmother.202 The aforementioned encounters of Superman, Batman, and Captain 
Marvel could also be interpreted as deceptive illusions and not genuine reunions if such 
a distinction is truly important. As the text says, referring to Captain Marvel's young 
alter ego Billy Batson, "They're not real. He is canny enough to know that. But 
sometimes the wisdom of Solomon has a hard time overruling the heart of the young 
boy who lives inside."203 That is, they're as good as real; they have the same effect. 
Chapter three will also discuss an instance of this element overlapping with the familial 
encounter element in a way that the Thunderbolts' encounters did not: Since the 
Fantastic Four are in some form of heaven rather than a place of punishment, it is 
difficult to say whether their encounter with Sue Richards and Johnny Storm's late 
parents is necessarily a hallucination or a genuine encounter with late family, how 
201 Nicieza and Breyfogle 15, 20-22, 26. 
202 Milligan, Dragotta, and Allred 43 . 
203 Waid, Porter et al 145. 
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Johnny's mind envisions true paradise. 204 
The powerful, prophetic nature of dreams, an essential component of mythic 
and biblicallore/ 05 continues to function in this element of the superhero afterlife 
subgenre. For instance, demonslayer Daimon Hellstrom, has a dream of devils tearing 
apart a hawk. 206 This compels him to journey to New Orleans-the resurrection place of 
the Egyptian god Osiris-and, ultimately, into the underworld. The hawk represents 
Osiris's family, and the devils stand for the infernal forces looking to tip the scales in 
Satan's favor through this rebirth. 207 For Hellstrom, the dream is a wholly real message, 
merely coded, for his involvement in two equally real places to him. 
Element 6: Liberated Character 
The afterlife, in many cases, is considered an eternal destination. The mortal 
dimension is far away, there are Alastors to prevent escape, one must reevaluate his or 
her moral standing, and it seems that little of this can be explained away as fantasy or 
delusion. The afterlife is a reality for these characters. As such, it may be troubling that 
the liberated character element of the subgenre largely defies any logic for such an 
afterlife: in superhero comics, a character's placement in the afterlife can be overturned 
or rescinded with surprising ease . 
A character's return from the afterlife is both the most common and most 
204 Wa id and Wieringo 35-36. 
205 Segal 326-329. 
206 Irvine and Braun 2-4. 
207 The qu estion for Hellstrom will be less what the dream mea ns or how rea l it was and more what fo rce 
sent it . 
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challenging element of the subgenre. These resurrections, rebirths, and escapes set a 
confusing precedent for what mortality truly is, how one experiences a life after death, 
and how various religious beliefs are considered in these stories. At the same time, 
rescue is one of the pro-social missions superheroes perform best, and such rescues are 
not without antecedents. Among the lore of afterlife journeys, Hercules brought back 
Alcestis208 and Theseus/09 Odin freed Balder from Hel,210 and, if not for his uncertainty, 
Orpheus would have liberated Eurydice.211 For modern audiences, Jesus's Harrowing of 
hell in The Gospel of Nicodemus212 likely serves as the most handy template for a 
character's release from the afterlife, "a fundamental story that turns up in many guises 
throughout history," 213 now in the superhero genre. 214 
A surprisingly lengthy list can be made of all the superhero afterlife genre stories 
that conclude with a character liberated from his or her 'permanent' place hereafter. As 
mentioned already, Doctor Doom and Doctor Strange get Doom's mother released. 
Additionally, Hawkeye's Thunderbolts team proves somewhat successful. Instead of 
finding his late wife Mockingbird, they recover their long-lost ally Hellcat.215 The soul of 
208 Segal 219. 
209 LoCicero 105. 
210 Turner 107. 
211 LoCicero 213. 
212 And, to a lesser but important degree, 1 Peter. See Clark-Soles, Jaime. Death and the Afterlife in the 
New Testament. New York : T& T Clark, 2006. 194. 
213 Turner 6. 
214 Even before Jesus, the Jewish Testament of the Twelve Patriarchs from first century BCE has its own 
story of the Messiah-to-come rescuing captives from the underworld of demonic Beliar (Turner 66). 
215 Nicieza and Breyfogle 33 . 
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Green Arrow chooses to do much the same, leaving heaven to jo in up w it h his soulless 
husk in order to defend his son Connor.216 Hercules manages the release of his father 
Zeus, albeit in an adolescent mortal form, 217 and, reversing that, Thor is released by his 
father Odin from Hela's domain.218 Extreme anti-hero Lobo is accidentally loosed from 
his prison in hell during the events of Reign in Hell/ 19 and, while a number of heroes are 
temporarily resurrected, the entire Alpha Flight superteam is given a second chance at 
life after the conclusion of Marvel's Chaos War. 220 Even the ridiculous, comedy relief 
Piano Player is plucked from the afterlife thanks in small part to Doctor Strange causing 
a boost in his popularity.221 
As I have said, superheroes are generally assumed, generally expected, to return 
from the dead.222 One theory I offer as to why this element is so vital to the subgenre, 
even if it obfuscates the other elements, centers on its native comics medium. Building 
on the dissertation work of David Hyman, 223 I suggest that it is the seriality of comic 
books and strips that creates this expectation of return after an ending. The sequential 
216 Smith and Hester 211 . 
217 Van Lente, Pak et al152. 
218 Oeming and Devito 104. 
219 Giffen and Derenick, #4 30. 
220 Pak, Greg and Fred Van Lente (w) and Khoi Pham (p). Chaos War 6 (2011) : 26. 
221 Milligan, Dragotta, and Allred 111. Strange explains, "But sometimes ... through a myst ical process of 
osmosis ... through the will of the people ... if an individual is missed or wanted back badly enough ... AII the 
laws of physics are broken . Logic is turned on its head. And the dead live again" (Mill igan, Dragotta, and 
Al lred 55) . This sounds a great deal like readers demand ing a fan-favorite character come back, regardless 
of the reason. 
222 See Lewis, A. David. "Superman Graveside." Graven Images: Religion in Comic Books and Graph ic 
Novels. New York: Continuum, 2010. 
223 See Hyman, David . Notes Towards a Super Fict ion: Revision, Temporality and the Superhero Genre . Diss. 
City University of New York, 2010. 
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nature of panels themselves prefigures this: traditionally, each enclosed image ends 
with a border, a blank space, and then a return to a related image.224 Comics' 
sequentiality and seriality create an expectation of end-followed-by-continuation; the 
liberated character element of the subgenre is but one Mcluhan-like manifestation of 
that subtle programming. 
Elements Combined 
What would happen if these elements did not appear in a superhero's journey to 
the afterlife? The fact that this question is speculative may make its own case. That is, I 
was unable to locate any mainstream superhero stories that do not take advantage of at 
least three of the six elements identified. This consistency suggests that there would be 
some sort of dysfunction, some manner of compromised narrative, if too many of 
Coogan's three elements for the superhero in general and my six elements for the 
superhero in the afterlife were missing. 
Without these elements that mark the genre and the subgenre, the narrative 
process for such stories might begin to fail. What would such failures look like, and how 
would they compromise the narrative? In terms of Coogan's elements, there are two 
ways of answering that. If it is the story of a superpowered individual lacking all of the 
genre's other conventions (having a pro-social mission, maintaining an alternate 
identity, conveying that identity through a specialized costume, and failing to operate in 
224 On the subject of closure, see McCloud, Scott. Understanding Comics. New York: Harper Paperbacks, 
1994. 
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a preexisting superhero environmentL then one would have a narrative drawn more 
toward the genres of sci-fi, the supernatural, magical realism, etc. It would likely depend 
on the source of the character's powers, thereby shifting how the character is to be 
understood in terms of the conventions of that other genre. Conversely, if the situation 
is reversed and the story of a normal individual who crusades for some principle, hides 
his or her identity by means of a costume, and even fraternizes with other such 
individuals, then it could be read according to the meaning-making of parody, of 
psychological fiction, of retro-pulp, or even of neo-religious lore. Unquestionably, 
though, the manner through which the reader comes to understand the character 
would be affected. Such a character would be drawn into the orbit of a different genre 
and, in turn, a different reading community with an alternate sense of self. 
Even with Coogan's elements in place, the narrative can still be seriously derailed 
if set in the afterlife with major elements of the subgenre missing. The superhero 
genre's main elements already have to bear the weight of remarkably fantastic-even 
outlandish-circumstances. The genre is populated with aliens, robots, mutants, ghosts, 
monarchs, genius inventors, inter-dimensional beings, demi-gods, Amazons, Atlanteans, 
and the like. Without the shared and acknowledged elements of the genre, superhero 
stories would likely collapse under the demands for readers' suspension of disbelief. 
Those demands are multiplied when superhero characters adventure in the afterlife, a 
locale that, by definition, requires belief to be accepted as real place. 
The elements of the subgenre provide familiar and useful touchstones to anchor 
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readers and reassure them as to how the characters should still be understood. 
Whereas the main superhero genre might allow all manner of beings to fight injustice 
together, the subgenre usually helps affirm readers' assumptions that, say, mutants and 
mermen and aliens, for instance, all share the same manner of soul. Spiritually and 
cosmologically, the characters seem to operate similarly; in the afterlife, a demi-god like 
Hercules faces the same limitations on his character as an alien like the Silver Surfer or a 
normal human like Hawkeye. The elements of the subgenre help support the reading 
that these characters are all bound by the same 'rules' of the afterlife. Readers can 
understand each character as they would if the story were set in the living world . In 
turn, with these familiar elements operating, the afterlife requires far less faith, far less 
suspension of disbelief, for the characters to be understood as normal. 
Not only does the subgenre help support the necessary weighty suspension of 
disbelief, but it also contributes to meanings for selfhood. My six elements reassure 
readers about how a character should be understood (i.e. normally, as if they were 
operating in the living world) and subtextually guide them as to how selfhood, too, 
should be understood . For the Silver Surfer to appear beside Hawkeye in the afterlife 
suggests that each of them is a full and independent being-a complete self, recognized 
as a full and independent being by the divine and/or cosmological forces of their 
universe. If the universe recognizes the characters as spiritually autonomous and 
ontologically legitimate, then the reader may likewise be compelled to view the 
characters-and themself-in the same manner. Each of these characters has a soul, 
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essence, or core that th e un iverse seems to acknowledge as bona f ide. Clues as t o what 
constitutes these characters and how selfhood should be regarded resides in the 
subgenre's elements. 
The six subgenre elements can be used as hermeneutic clues for how a given 
story means to portray selfhood. I offe r the following two brief examples: 
Swamp Thing: Love and Death demonstrates that the combined concern of the 
subgenre's elements need not be focused on isolated, individual selfhood but, rather, 
on the fundamental bonds between separate selves. How does one come to 
acknowledge selfhood in another? And how does such an acknowledgement signal 
one's own selfhood? As a plant elemental in humanoid form, there are no others like 
the Swamp Thing, who long thought himself to be the consciousness of late scientist 
Alec Holland trapped in vegetable matter. Though he now considers himself to be 
wholly distinct from humanity, Swamp Thing embarks on a quest to recover his beloved 
Abby Cable's soul from hell. He connects, at his own peril, to a spiritual reality, to 
"elsewhere ... beyond the Green ... beyond the world ... of the quick ... and the 
warm ... Beyond life itself" (alternate dimension) .225 In going "beyond," yet keeping his 
selfhood intact (see Figure 1.1), he manages to t ravel through sections of the afterlife, 
finding his only kin, the spirit of Holland himself (familial encounter) . The two have a 
connection that is neither familial, biological, nor even creaturely; but there is a bond 
225 Moore and Bissette 105. 
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just the same.226 Likewise, Swamp Thing has not yet brought himself to admit his 
passion for Abby Cable-a married human woman-but this unspoken bond fuels his 
desire to bring her back to life (liberated character). He is guided in this task by the 
demon Etrigan, who claims to be helping in exchange for a rare flower, but admits to an 
affinity with Swamp Thing who also aided him in a previous adventure . The "fee" of the 
flower is paltry compared to Etrigan standing against his fellow demons to free Abby 
(heroic reversal). While the other demons may be behaving in accordance with their 
natures by attempting to thwart Swamp Thing, his deceased nemesis Arcane takes 
action against them purely out of vengeance (A/astor). The villain cannot countenance 
Abby's release, his incredible animosity against her and Swamp Thing being so great. 
They do manage to succeed, nicely, and Etrigan bids them farewell by informing them 
that "a flower grows yet in Hell that's named for her." 227 She will retain this benign 
association to hell despite her having no direct connection to the flora; they will share a 
name and the experience of moving between planes. That, in essence, is the point of 
Swamp Thing's message on selfhood: individuals are connected beyond mere biology, 
duty, or "natural" affinity. 
As a second example, let us examine Thor's lengthier adventure into hell and its 
226 Moore and Bissette 115-116. In this encounter, though, Swamp Thing declines meeting with Holland's 
deceased wife Linda . Presumably, this is because Swamp Thing's longing for her when he thought himself 
to be Holland would make the meeting too difficult. This connection-loving someone who was never 
one's to love-will become the main concern of the storyline following Abby's resurrection, namely 
whether Swamp Thing and she have the right (and the ability!) to love each other. 
227 Moore and Bissette 138. 
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Figure 1.1. Swamp Things struggles to maintain his active consciousness, which could 
easily slip away as he moves "beyond life itself" (Moore and Bissette 105). 
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instruction on the unity of selfhood. That is, the four-pa rt Thor story, "Th e Fine Pri nt, " 
over issues #611-#614, addresses a core concern with scholars' analyses of selfhood, 
namely the unified self as fact reflected in fiction or a misconception supported by the 
reading of fiction. Much of the storyline involves breaches in boundaries, in natural law, 
and, inherently related, in a si ngular se lf. First , t hough, a summary of the plot po in t s and 
their respective elements is needed, before elaborating on their relevance to selfhood. 
The catalyz ing violation is the siege on Thor's legendary homeland Asgard at the 
hands of aggressors; its walls literally fall, leaving the kingdom, and in many ways its 
people, in broken ruins. Lords Thor, Balder, and Tyr must rally their people to hold 
together, though Tyr is unnerved by his haunted visions of monstrous warrior women 
(dreams/hallucinations) . These female horrors, the Dfsir, are the cursed valkyries of 
their ancestor Bor, who condemned the women for their acts of cannibalism by only 
"be[ing] able to feed on the spirits of Asgardians ... but never on Hel or Asgard 's soil. " 228 
They remain at the edges of existence, looking for ways to sate their unending hunger, 
never able to truly die from starvation. Along with Asgard's fall , the afterlife realm of Hel 
became untethered from its place in the cosmos. Hela, goddess of this underworld, 
strikes a deal with Mephisto to have a far corner of his hell designated for her charges, 
the damned and saved souls of Asgard (alternate dimension). The Dfsir view th is as a 
loophole in their curse, Hel no longer being in its act ual place but instead in hell, and 
228 Gillen, Kieron (w), Doug Braithwaite (a), Thor 612 (September 2010): 6. 
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th ey assault Hela's sub-realm (A/astor). Turn ing to the living for help (heroic reversa/L 
Hela converts her body constructed from cadavers into a portal for Thor and Tyr to 
come defend their slain comrades' souls. Ultimately, Thor must find the charmed sword 
Eir-Gram to defeat the Disir, and he locates it plunged hilt-deep into the ground of 
Meph isto's throne room . In order to unearth it, Thor calls upon his mother, the earth 
goddess Gaia, to release the sword to him (familial encounter). "She is the goddess of all 
earth. The happy meadow, the barren gorge ... and even the wastes of Hell. If she is in all 
earth, she feels all earth." 229 Armed with Eir-Gram, Thor can finally hurt and thwart the 
Disir, thereby freeing Hela from her own siege within hell (liberated character). 
We can view the subgenre elements in this Thor storyline as all pointing to the 
threat of a dissembled selfhood, of a yearning need for confidence in one's unity of self. 
Partly, this is why we read fiction, even the most fantastic sort. Samantha Vice in 
"Literature and the Narrative Self" distills readers' impulses to read characters as unified 
in order to reaffirm seeing real lives that way; "we should think of our lives as if they 
were unified, that the self, in order to be psychologically healthy and ethically aware, 
should attempt to categorise itself and its experiences in narrative terms-form-
imposing, unifying, etc." 230 If this is a reader's goal, it should come as no su rprise that 
Thor is the protagon ist of th is story, since he represents the character most sure of his 
role, most certa in of his purpose. Whereas both Tyr and Balder waver-one with his 
229 Gillen, Kieron (w), Richard Elson (a), Thor 613 (October 2010): 18. 
230 Samantha Vice, "Literature and the Narrative Self," Philosophy January 2003, 78.303: 100. 
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courage and the other with his kingship, respectively-Thor remains everfocused on his 
quest despite numerous temptations to derail him. In fact, before its fall, Asgard and its 
denizens were literally willed back into existence by Thor, their anchor after 
Ragnarok. 231 This uncertainty of purpose and self visually manifests itself in one of the 
Asgardians, Hakon, speaking t he Dfs ir's forbidden name and spontaneously bursting 
apart into pieces (see Figure 1.2).232 They threaten the Asgardian's spiritual unity in 
craving to hungrily devour the gods' souls as much as their physical unity. Besieged by 
the Dfsir-themselves dis-unified by their cannibalistic quasi-existence-Hela must 
separate herself into an army of animated corpses while also reaching out to Thor and 
fashioning a citadel out of her being. She, too, is split, far surpassing the normal duality 
of her kingdom, glorious Valhalla and dreadful Hel. It is this confusion over the identity 
of her new space, whether the Dfsir invaded Mephisto's hell or violated Hela's Hel, that 
Thor uses to vanquish them. "Hell or Hel," he threatens one of the Dfsir, "Speak 
truthfully and I will let you live." 233 The irony here, again, as the Dfsir capitulates to 
invading Hel is that these cursed Valkyries, too, are at odds with their core selves, being 
231 This is the storyline that was the result of "Ragnarok" alluded to previously. See J. Michael Straczynski 
(w), Oliver Copiel (p), Mark Morales (i) et al. Thor, volume 1. New York: Marvel Comics, 2008. Following 
the events of Avengers Disassembled: Thor, the God of Thunder and his one-t ime mortal identity as Dr. 
Donald Blake "went asleep. And went away. And were no more" (5) . Yet Blake's fabricated existen ce does 
not dissipate entirely and, sensing that Thor was needed to "tilt the balance" of things to come (10}, his 
being calls upon Thor in a place identified only as "the void" (8)-a place where one knows "what it is to 
no longer exist. To know only the void" {9). That is, Thor continued to exist while in Hel; he was dead, but 
he existed . Here, though, in "the void of nonexistence" (13}, his potential for return unsettles "a host of 
shadows," Cthulu-like monstrosities eager to see the power of Thor remain inert . His ability to manifest 
here, in a place of nonexistence, is threatening to them and the true power of the ch aracter. 
232 Gillen, Kieran (w), Richard Elson (a), Thor 611 (August 2010) : 29. 
233 Gillen, Kieran (w ), Doug Brai thwaite (a), Tho r 614 (November 2010) : 12. 
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Figure 1.2. The Asgardian warrior Hakon spontaneously bursts into pieces after speaking 
the Dfsir's forbidden name (Gillen, Kieran, Elson, Thor #611 29) . His physical unity and 
the borders of the panel are violated (by his tunic, blood, hair, and elbow, separately), 
suggesting that both are far more delicate and more arbitrary than characters and 
readers might choose to assume. 
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neither alive nor dead but some shadowy, uncertain state in between the two. 234 
The Thor storyline attracts the reader: It seems to uphold the search for 
characters who support one's own sense of a united self. In all likelihood, this is the 
perspective on selfhood currently shared by the superhero-reading community. It may 
not even occur to such readers that other alternatives exist or can readily be found . 
When working with a text, readers are more likely to force a story into semi-coherent 
agreement with their expectations than seek unorthodox-yet-sensible interpretations 
that undermine their own sense of unified selfhood. Ricoeur suggests that most readers 
will impulsively reject such possibilities, usually opting for the "possibility of an 
undivided self, the task of becoming a 'whole sou1."'235 The following chapters will 
explore whether these other interpretations of selfhood are merited by the subgenre's 
elements and how a fragmented selfhood could be incorporated into their readers' self-
perceptions. 
234 As an afterword, they are finally unified as tormented playthings of Mephisto, being transformed into a 
ring that sits upon his hand . 
235 Wallace 4. 
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Chapter 2: The Comic Book Medium's Glimpse of Eternity 
Scholars such as Jeffrey Russell and Andrew Delbanco argue that American 
societ/36 has lost the capacity to appreciate heaven and to be wary of both Satan and 
hell. As the idea of heaven fades, its promise for human society does as well. Russell 
says, "People's ideas affect the way they act more profoundly than economic and social 
structures. We all construct grids in order to understand the world," 237 and the current 
world, laments Russell, is one where affirmation of heaven and vigilance for evil is 
declining. Both he and Delbanco state their cases, as is to be expected, in book form 
through scholarly prose writing. To look at only the written narratives of superhero 
afterlife adventures, such as those of the Green Lantern, one might conclude that the 
two critics are right: Storylines such as Day of Judgment or Green Arrow: Quiver depict 
heaven, hell, and purgatory as disappointingly similar to quotidian reality. Characters 
perform actions, communicate, and experience time largely as they would on Earth and 
alive. Neither comics readers nor creators appear to want or to provide sophisticated 
approaches to the afterlife, respectively, that would contradict either Russell or 
Delbanco's words. The afterlife and characters' experiences there can be fairly 
236 It is worth noting that there is a slight difference between what Russell means for "American society" 
and what Del banco means for it. Russell's concerns lay with Western Christians, particularly those 
contributing to or influenced by twentieth -century intellectual trends. The "society" Delbanco discusses is 
specifically American Christians, particularly those contributing to or influenced by popular media. There 
is, of course, a goodly overlap in the two critics target populations, making their commentaries fitting to 
be read together. 
237 Russell, Jeffrey Burton . Paradise Mislaid: How We Lost Heaven and How We Can Regain it. New York : 
Oxford University Press, 2006. 13. 
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mundane; heaven and hell are often just another fantastic battlefield on which 
superheroes can scuffle. It is tempting to consider Russell and Delbanco's observations 
on writing's decay to apply just as well to art's. 
However, with the currency of academic scholarship being words, not pictures, 
both Russell and Delbanco overlook t he role images, particularly sequential images, can 
play in conveying a sense of the afterlife. Afterlife portrayals in comics are often 
formally innovative rather than narratively. The manner by which the comics medium 
creates meaning, the interaction of words and images across discrete-yet-connected 
panels, is an experience more akin to Western ideas about the afterlife than to the 
reality of everyday life. One does not commonly go through his or her day in a series of 
discrete actions, chopped-up moments, or static encounters. In short, we do not live like 
comics characters with their panel-by-panel reality. Our lives seem to flow without 
interruption, and comics readers mentally animate comics panels so that the sequences 
more closely resemble real life. Yet, in terms of an existence after life, heaven, hell, and 
all forms of the hereafter may be more like comics than readers' real lives . No outside 
animation may be necessary, since one's existence in heaven may resemble a place 
where human expectations of time break down . 
Whether it is an eternal punishment in hell or an indefinite period of penance in 
purgatory being depicted, the layout of a comics page can operate flexibly between 
temporal and non-temporal time, tying it more closely to many concepts of the afterlife. 
This reversal, in turn, may encourage readers to reexamine their everyday lives as more 
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like the system of a comics page than previously suspected. A person's life narrative 
might be understood in a unified, chronological manner or, alternatively, as taking place 
in unique, timeless moments. Comics makes these options available for every narrative 
genre, but these conventions are particularly fitting for stories set in the superhero 
afterlife where Earthly physics, normal biology, and personal reality are all thrown into 
question. Although Russell and Del banco see the force of Western afterlife theology as 
having declined in Western culture, when superhero comics envision the afterlife, their 
formal elements enable unusually compelling (and in some ways, quite traditional) 
afterlife visions for a popular audience. 
Illustrating Their Points Without Illustrations 
In 1997, religious studies scholar Jeffrey Burton Russell published A History of 
Heaven: The Singing Silence, a work that attempts to track the mortal understanding of 
a paradisallife after death. Before embarking on that multi-century chronicle-largely 
centered on influences on the Christian idea of heaven-Russell, balanced but 
passionate in his personal belief in Christ, opens with a discussion as to how heaven 
should be discussed. Human language, he suggests, is unable to capture the majesty of 
heaven. St. Augustine applied the term ineffabilis, the state of being beyond words, to 
theology concerning heaven.238 Heaven is the place closest to God, and God exists in 
238 Russell, Jeffrey Burton . A History of Heaven : The Singing Silence. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 1997. 6. 
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eternity, "in all points in spacetime as in one moment, tatum simul, 'all at once."'239 
Human language is based on sequence, on experiences happening in time, so as a tool 
for understanding heaven, it is automatically compromised. Russell suggests that the 
best way to use the flawed mechanism of language is through metaphor. In ordinary 
life, metaphor may appear to be abstractions from concrete situations, but in 
discussions of heaven, metaphors come closer to truth-and are therefore more real-
than attempts at concrete description. Russell calls this truer use of metaphor in 
discussing heaven a "metaphorical ontology."240 Metaphor may be the closest thing that 
living people have to the "perfect language" of heaven,241 a manner of communication 
that is both most open to the grand meaning of heaven and only possible for humans in 
their posthumous, spiritually "perfected bodies," Paul's soma pneumatikon. 24 2 
Though Russell accounts for the Gnostics and others like Origen who may have 
felt otherwise, the notion of the dead having some manner of heavenly 'bodies' that 
resemble their human ones dominates Christian thought and History of Heaven. At 
several points, Russell emphasizes the influence of Tertullian for two major 
contributions. First, he formally broached the idea of a status between death and 
eternal reward. The question of what occurred between one's death and eschatological 
239 Russell, History 10. 
240 Russell, History 8. 
241 Russell , History 9. 
242 Ru sse ll, History 45. 
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end-time had remained for many unaddressed or unsatisfactory. 243 To answer this, 
Tertullian provided a second major clarification of existence in heaven: he massaged the 
concept of the heavenly 'body' into retaining the essential mortal identity of the 
deceased but with new and unknown functions for each organ of the perfected body.244 
Presumably, a body with these 'perfected' organs would be able to engage in the 
language of heaven as well as operate in a state above time, one where the kingdom of 
God has already come, is coming, and arrives simultaneously. 245 The living human mind 
cannot properly conceive or express this eternal state, but the posthumous perfected 
body can. 
A History of Heaven was followed in 2006 by Paradise Mislaid: How We Lost 
Heaven and How We Can Regain It, wherein Russell decries Western society's failing 
imagination for heaven in the 20th century. Seeing heaven as a concept crucial to 
undergirding society and its ethics/46 Russell feels that few "of the dominant intellectual 
trends of the twentieth century had any place for heaven."247 He likens Sigmund Freud 
and Max Weber to Galileo and Charles Darwin in yoking the century's intelligentsia to 
physicalism and deconstructionism/48 leaving no room for theological or inspired 
thought. Russell characterizes physicalism as the blind adherence to only the observable 
243 Russell, History 48. 
244 Russell, History 68. 
245 Russell, History 42. 
246 Russell, Paradise 13. 
247 Russell , Paradise 105. 
248 Russell, Paradise 134. 
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or t he measurable, the bedrock of many of the major sciences. While he is not anti-
science, Russell does rage against those disciplines for which "there is no real world 
other than the physical world," ones that eliminate the possibility of the unseen and 
unmeasurable.249 He does not, however, warn against an openness to any and all non-
physical possibilities, the absurdity of deconstruction ism. Russell views 
deconstructionism, masquerading under the titles of "Postmodernism" or "Literary 
Theory," to be rudderless, allowing the interpretation of a text to go in any wild 
direction sought by the reader. Paradise Mislaid continues to stress the notion of 
heaven-as-metaphor because, through its application as a metaphor, heaven can be 
reclaimed intellectually and accurately. He mines Derrida-a thinker whom he 
particularly accuses of deconstructionist "solipsism" 250-for a valid, underlying 
argument, that "some metaphors that die can come alive again when we enter into the 
worldview that produces them. [ .. . T]hey need only a revival of imagination." 251 The 
decline that Russell sees in any shared cosmology, particularly a Christian one, across 
Western society can be righted. 
Prior to his two books on heaven, Russell had concluded a four-part historical 
investigation on the Devil, ending with Mephistopheles: The Devil in the Modern World 
and a foreshadowing several of his concerns in A History of Heaven and Paradise 
249 Russell, Paradise 135. 
250 Russell, Paradise 146-147. 
251 Russell, Paradise 156. 
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Mislaid. He tracks the weaken ing of Satan's prominence to the period just after the 
Protestant Reformation, 252 leading to a rise in skepticism alongside the seventeenth-
century rationalists like David Hume. 253 In Mephistopheles, too, Russell lauds the power 
of the metaphor even if that metaphor represents Satan (aka the Devil, Lucifer, 
Mephistopheles) and the power of evil. A society without acute regard for evil, without 
enmity for the Devil, is one that has begun deteriorating, according to Russell. "In such a 
world," he says, "the idea of the Devil continue[s] to wane, while the activity of radical 
evil continue[s] to grow."254 Without an acknowledgment of Satan, say Russell, society 
fails both to be vigilant against evil and to recognize God: 
[T]he Devil must be seen as an aspect of the cosmos that God has created and 
therefore a product of God's will. [ ... l]n the dimension of space and time in which 
we all live, the Devil and evil are the antithesis of God, and God wishes us to 
strive against them with every strength we have. The concept of the Devil arises 
in part from the anguish of believers confronting this dilemma. 255 
God has created the Devil, and God wishes us to grapple with the Devil's existence and 
the existence of evil. Neglecting to do so will not thwart evil, warns Russell, but allow it 
to go unchecked. For Russell, denying Satan as a force or even a metaphor is the 
252 Russell, Jeffrey Burton . Mephistopheles: The Devil in the Modern World. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press, 1990. 33 . 
253 Russell, Mephistopheles 137. 
254 Russell, Mephistopheles 250. 
255 Ru sse ll, Mephistopheles 301. 
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"uttermost crisis of our planet," 256 the casting aside of our core conflicts. 
Literary historian Andrew Delbanco echoes Russell's anxiety in his 1996 book The 
Death of Satan: How Americans Have Lost the Sense of Evil . While Del banco does not 
call out all of deconstructionist thought in the same sweeping fashion as Russell, he 
does express a similar sentiment for society's loss of moral focus. Fear of or belief in 
Satan's existence previously grounded American sensibilities. These have crumbled as 
deconstruction ism, manifested in the "breakup of consciousness and the fragmentation 
of language," has risen over the twentieth century.257 Delbanco expresses outright what 
Russell may wish, but cannot bring himself, to say: Americans need Satan back in their 
lives. Even the hinting suspicion of Satan as a real and menacing presence could return 
"some reinvigorated sense of sin" to Americans' increasingly amorallives.258 
Of course, Delbanco and Russell also attract several of the same criticisms, 
namely that they overstate their cases in terms of their samplings. Reviewer for The 
Journal of American History Robert C. Fuller notes that "Delbanco's book proceeds from 
a series of questionable premises," particularly to whom Satan's existence applies. 259 
Delbanco only concerns himself with either secular Americans or those with a lapsed 
Judea-Christian faith. The rest, says reviewer Richard Godbeer, "i nterfere with the story 
256 Russell, Mephistopheles 251. 
257 Delbanco 13. 
258 Delbanco 16. 
259 Fuller, Robert C. "Review : The Death of Satan." The Journal of American History 83.2 (Sep., 1996): 586. 
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he wants to tell." 260 Del banco has tailored the focus of The Death of Satan to suit his 
albeit important message, that evil's presence in society must be recognized and 
opposed. 261 Russell has done much the same; to impart what is essentially, for him, a 
Christian message of renewed opposition to Satan, Russell cherry-picks both the 
segments of Western society to be examined and his sources for Satan's history. Of 
course, even with a four-volume study, Russell could not be absolutely comprehensive 
by including every work ever produced on the Devil. However, The Journal of Religion 
reviewer H.A. Kelly feels Russell makes sloppy work of any non-Judea-Christian sources 
in his first volume.262 While his third volume Lucifer: The Devil in the Middle Ages does 
dedicate a 10-page chapter to "The Muslim Devil," books like Nerina Rustomji's The 
Garden and the Fire: Heaven and Hell in Islamic Culture underscore just how constricted 
a treatment Russell's is.263 Both Delbanco and Russell could have utilized a work like 
Rustomji's to amplify their aims (e.g. discussion of whether a highly material Islamic 
afterlife is a further sign of spiritual deterioration, of twentieth-century fragmentation, 
or of a Christian bias for the immaterial). 264 Likewise, Russell could have overturned 
History of Hell author Alice Turner's contention that Freud, in fact, helped keep the 
260 God beer, Richard. "Review: The Death of Satan." Th e New England Quarterly 69.3 (Sep., 1996}: 501. 
261 Additionally, Delbanco also presumes evil to be an external force, one that could infect Americans from 
the outside but not necessarily something found inherently within us. 
262 Kelly, H.A. "Review: The Devil at Large." The Journal of Religion 67.4 (Oct., 1987}: 518. 
263 Utopian Studies reviewer Thomas Renna comments that "Jewish and Muslim traditions are mentioned 
only in passing" in A History of Heaven . See Renna, Thomas. "Review: A History of Heaven." Utopian 
Studies 9.2 (1998} : 309-310. 
264 Rustomji, Nerina. The Garden and the Fire : Heaven and Hell in Islamic Culture . New York : Columbia 
Un iversity Press, 2009 . 160. 
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concept of hell alive in the twentieth century. 265 Instead, neither Delbanco nor Russell 
appears very interested in engaging seriously wi th traditions outside of their scholarly 
comfort zones, even if it might be to the benefit of their larger argument. 
Delbanco and Russell also seem discomfited with exploring Satan 's depiction in 
the visual arts historically, and they concern themselves primarily with the Devi l's 
literary occurrences. Regarding Lucifer, Kelly observes that "Russell dedicates only a few 
pages to the visual arts" in the chapter on art and literature.266 Russell's treatment of 
visual art in Mephistopheles is similarly scanty: 267 the art of Hieronymus Bosch and 
Pieter Brueghel the Elder are accorded a single paragraph,268 and he dismisses the visual 
works of the entire eighteenth century in one sentence: "The visual arts paid much less 
attention to the Devil in this period than earlier." 269 Delbanco is only slightly better in his 
brief coverage of television and film depictions with literary origins. In his review of 
History of Heaven for The Catholic Historical Review, Richard K. Emmerson offers a 
pragmatic explanation for the awkward inclusion of uncommented-upon images in both 
Russell and Delbanco's books: "Unfortunately, not a word is devoted to explicating 
these illustrations or showing their relevance to the traditions being studied. The book is 
written as if they don't exist, and it is possible they were included by the publisher to 
265 Turner 240. 
266 Kelly 524. 
267 Kelly 525. 
268 Russell, Mephistopheles 54. 
269 Russell, Mephistopheles 92. 
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sell the book to a general audience." 270 The pictures are there to be pretty and attract a 
buyer's eye, but they are not, Russell and Delbanco implicitly convey, to be taken as 
seriously as written text. 
As one example of where Russell and Delbanco could have brought modern 
discussions of Satan and the afterlife's visual portrayals, I offer Fredrik Stromberg's 2005 
The Comics Go to Hell: A Visual History of the Devil in Comics. Initially, it does not seem 
as though Stromberg, a Swedish journalist and writer on comics, agrees with either 
Delbanco or Russell. He says, "The Devil is very much alive today, and his development is 
not something that only belongs in the past. One of the places where this mythological 
persona is very much present is in the superhero comics."271 While Stromberg makes 
the case for the character of Satan being habitually employed in superhero comics, he 
also admits to the genre's fringe or low-art status in American culture: "In the secular 
society in which we live, where the Devil no longer is seen as a real, physical threat by 
the majority of people, this mythological being has often degenerated into 
facetiousness." 272 That is, Satan's frequent presence and competing visualizations in 
comics273 could be evidence of the twentieth-century fragmentation Del banco and 
Russell each attempt to convey. Moreover, Stromberg points to a shift in comic book 
270 Emmerson, Richard K. "Review: A History of Heaven." The Catholic Historical Review 84.4 (Oct., 1998): 
700. 
271 Stromberg, Fredrik. The Comics Go to Hell: A Visual History of the Devil in Comics. Seattle, WA: 
Fantagraphics, 2005. 190. 
272 Stromberg 225 . 
273 See chapter one under "Element 2: Demon/Adversary-Aiastor" for a partial list of Satan's various 
superhero incarnations. 
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culture sometime in the 1990s, when "it once again became fashionable to use Christian 
themes in superhero stories" and religious imagery became more accepted. 274 These 
comic book battles with the Devil and journeys into the afterlife were neither 
commented upon by Delbanco and Russell nor likely encountered by the two scholars. 
Otherwise, the numerous and varied depictions of hell and Satan in comics may have 
shown promise to Delbanco and Russell-the American imagination readying to 
reengage itself against the concepts of evil and existence hereafter. 
Rocco Versaci, author of This Book Contains Graphic Language: Comics as 
Literature, suggests that comics' fringe status also provides the medium with the 
opportunity to address volatile topics. Versaci calls this counter-intuitive ability "the 
idea of 'powerful marginality': that comics, precisely because they are considered a 
marginal form, are a viable vehicle for subversive and even incendiary political 
messages." 275 By overlooking a visual art such as comics, Delbanco and Russell may be 
missing out on a zone where their calls for renewed concern about Satan might be 
heeded . Fuller says Delbanco has the fear that Americans "have lost the intellectual 
resources for coping with evil."276 Superhero comics should be examined as one such 
resource. In terms of Delbanco and Russell's concerns, these comics offer a window-
perhaps more like a prism, in fact-both into paradigms of transcendence in popular 
274 Stromberg 215 . 
275 Versaci, Rocco. This Book Contains Graphic Language: Comics as Literature. New York: Continuum, 
2007. 27. 
276 Fuller 586. 
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American culture at the end of the 20th and beginning of the 21st century as well as into 
that same culture's disposition to revised models of selfhood with comfortable 
compartments for evil. 
I see a useful connection to be made between Rusomji and Versaci-beyond 
using their work to elucidate weaker aspects of Del banco and Russell-as well as with 
Dante scholar PeterS. Hawkins. At the conclusion of her book, Rustomji provides a 
summary viewpoint for her work: 
This book suggests that material culture is contingent on the correspondence 
between seen and unseen worlds. Not only are the two worlds temporally 
linked, but the unseen afterworld can also be experienced only after being 
rewarded or paying the consequences for the way that Muslims conducted their 
earthly lives. 277 
Islamic descriptions of an afterlife are highly material, says Rustomji, rather than 
abstract or purely spiritual as may be expected in the Christian tradition. Rivers, gems, 
foods, trees, rivers, and many other tangible items are said to reside in the paradisal 
Garden for the devout Muslim, and not all theologians take these as metaphorical.278 
Rustomji suggests that it is through these concrete items that a Muslim will come to 
comprehend spiritual reward; conversely, though physical punishment initially, an 
277 Rustomji 162. 
278 See Rustomji chapters "Material Culture and Islamic Ethic" and "The Otherworldly Landscape and 
Earthly Realities," 40-64. 
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errant Muslim will com e to experience the full penance of the Fire. For the terms of thi s 
discussion, what is important is not the distinctions between material and non-material 
afterlife descriptions, but rather Rustomji's phrase, "seen and unseen worlds." While 
the Garden and the Fire-as well as Christian heaven and hell-may be "unseen" by all 
but select vis ionaries, this should not be confused with being unvisual ized . Wheth er in 
words or in visual art, the afterlife has been frequently visualized (i.e. described in visual 
terms) by centuries of creators. Hawkins shows how Dante has to create new words in 
order to approximate "heaven speak to do it justice, a 'transhumanization' of our 
language to suggest a barely conceivable communion" between souls in the afterlife.279 
Heaven can only be approximated in music, in language, in art, and so forth. 
Hawkins reinvigorates Russell's point about metaphor leading to greater capacity 
for meaning, not greater abstractness: 
What if the other world were, well, other? What if you practiced for eternity by 
cultivating a sense of curiosity, a willingness to be surprised? The enormous 
appeal of other-world imaginings is in part that they open up closed systems and 
thereby disenchant the status quo; t hey keep what is already known from 
attaining the last word on the possible. [ ... ] Imagine the other world as another 
world, one of many possibilities, each of which might help transform the way we 
279 Hawkins, Peter 5. Undiscovered Coun try: Imagining the World to Come. New York: Seabury Books, 
2009. 86-87. Note that, like Dante, Hawkins himself is creating a word, "transhuma nization," to convey his 
meaning of beyond-mortal concepts. 
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live now. 280 
I take Russell's sense of metaphor and Hawkins's idea of sheer otherness for the 
afterlife to suggest that strictly literal or material depictions miss the point of the 
afterlife. Reducing the afterlife to a total abstraction, though, with no connection to 
mortal life also has its pitfalls. If we are to attempt visualizing the afterlife partly in 
mortal terms but also partly in ways beyond mortal experience, then it seems best done 
through a hybrid medium: one that attempts to represent real life and transcendent 
concepts simultaneously. 
Hawkins suggests that the afterlife must inherently be different from earthly life, and 
Rustomji notes that it is frequently imagined in highly material terms, so Versaci's view 
of the comic book medium's chief strength offers an excellent design for such 
depictions. Versaci largely has autographical and memoir graphic novels in mind, but 
this does not preclude application of his ideas to the superhero genre. Comic books 
engage in what Versaci calls "graphic language."281 Among graphic language's attributes 
are its combination of words and images, its sequential layout, and what renowned 
comics creator Will Eisner calls its "special reality." 282 In this special reality, 
autobiographical creators do not represent themselves factually but emotionally. When 
discussing Art Spiegelman's memoir MAUS, Versaci claims, "Comics' stock in trade is 
280 Hawkins 94. 
281 Versaci 6. 
282 Eisner qtd in Versa ci 37 . 
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not, I would argue, 'realism' but impressionism. Knowing t his, Spiege lman employs a 
brilliant minimalist style" leading to a connection with the reader that might not be 
possible with direct, factual prose.283 For instance, Spi egelman includes a photograph, 
not a drawing, of Richieu (see Figure 2.1), the brother he never met who died during the 
Holocaust.284 Th is manner of image-a black-and-wh it e, dated, awkwa rd photo of a 
posed child-likely does not have the same impact on the reader as a mouse-version of 
Richieu drawn by Spiegelman. 285 The illustrated Richieu (see Figure 2.2.) can both be 
generalized by the readers to other children about whom they care and be animated by 
the readers' minds, creating further investment and emotion for the character. Readers, 
too, can experience Spiegelman's "ghost-brother" more acutely as an illustration than as 
a photograph. 286 In his book Alternative Comics, literary theorist Charles Hatfield echoes 
the point for Spiegelman specifically and comics in general-that realism does not inject 
serious subject matter with as much impact in comics as even "cartoonal" 
. d 287 representations o. 
Comic books are already at a remove from reality; their verisimilitude is always 
artificial and never meant to be utterly convincing. In a sense, comics always show their 
283 Versaci 102. 
284 Spiegelman, Art. MA US, A Survivor's Ta le- II: And Here M y Troubles Began. New York: Pantheon, 1991. 
5. 
285 Sp iegelman, Art. MA US, A Survivor's Tale- 1: My Father Bleeds History. New York : Pantheon, 1986, 66. 
286 Sp iegelman, MAUS //15. 
287 Hatfield, Charles. Alternative Comics: An Emerging Literature. Jackson, MS: University of Mississippi 
Press, 2005. 145. 
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Figure 2.1. A photograph of Richieu {Spiegelman, MAUS II 5). 
Figure 2.2. A drawing of Richieu, more easily generalized and mentally animated 
{Spiegelman, MAUS /66) . 
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figurative seams, never being finished to the degree that they are indistinguishable from 
real life. In this regard, comics have an advantage when trying to depict something not 
as real but as true. There can be a buy-in on the part of the reader without any sacrifice 
of his or her skepticism. Comics, a bl ind spot among most forms of non-literary art for 
Del banco and Russell, allow a foot to be placed in both the real world and a 
representational world at once, thereby also enabling a concept that might upset 
empirical sense to be explored without a feeling of compromise. 
The Trials of Hal Jordan 
To demonstrate both Delbanco and Russell's concerns about modernity's 
compromised afterlife and comics' graphic language as an expression of heaventime, I 
present a dozen-year-long saga in the existence of Hal Jordan. Jordan was a hotshot test 
pilot before becoming the superhero known as the Green Lantern. Several other 
humans in addition to Jordan have gone by the "Green Lantern" title, including artist 
Kyle Rayner and engineer and radioman Alan Scott. Created by Matt Nadell and Bill 
Finger, the character Alan Scott debuted in All-American Comics in July 1940 before 
receiving his own dedicated Green Lantern (val. 1) title in 1941. 
The energies fueling Scott's ring are magical, the result of a special meteor that 
fell to Earth, whereas the other Green Lanterns are given an altogether separate origin. 
For Rayner and Jordan, the rings are technological badges of office as members of the 
universe's Green Lantern Corps, a group of specially selected beings serving as an 
intergalactic police force. Whereas Scott's magical powers are defenseless against any 
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object made of wood, Jordan's technological powers exhibit a weakness to anything 
colored yellow, originally written as a necessary flaw in the ring's design by the planet 
Oa's Guardians of the Universe. Besides those respective vulnerabilities, the rin gs are 
limited only by the imagination, willpower, and courage of their wearers. 
For almost fifty years,288 Jordan served as DC Comics' preeminent Green Lantern 
with occasional substitutes and temporary replacements . From February 1994 until 
approximately May 2005, Jordan went through a series of radical changes, causing him 
to lose his Green Lantern designation as well as his own life (temporarily). Though the 
wide span of comics titles and creative teams telling Jordan's story has no singular name 
or collected volume, I elect to call this portion of the character's publication history "The 
Trials of Hal Jordan." 
During these Trials, Jordan not only visits the afterlife at least twice, but he is 
transformed from a superhero, to a supervillain, to a damned spirit, and finally into an 
instrument of God before returning to life as Green Lantern. Despite this uneven and 
editorially unplanned series of transitions constituting his Trials, the crisscrossing 
themes of confinement and of human perception remain curiously constant. Sign ificant, 
distinct portions of Jordan's narrative can be viewed as part of the superhero afterlife 
subgenre established in the previous chapter. Moreover, the art and the visual 
presentation of the afterlife provide grounds on which to test severa l of Del banco's and 
288 Jordan began as a Green Lantern in Showcase #22 dated October 1959. 
108 
Russell's concerns about modernity's capacity for recognizing the transcendent. At first 
glance, the depiction of the afterlife in Jordan's Trials would seem to confirm their 
anxieties, but further consideration will show that these comics offer deeper methods 
by which to engage visualizations of heaven and hell. 
The total annihilation of Jordan's home, Coast City, is the catalyzing event that 
dislodges him as a Green Lantern.289 The casualty of a thwarted alien invasion, Coast 
City included many of Jordan's friends and loved ones. Desperate, Jordan attempts to 
use his ring to reconstitute the city. Not only is he unable to do so, he is also chastised 
by the Guardians of the Universe for abusing the powers of his office with the 
attempt.290 Their reproach enrages him to nearly the point of insanity. In the next issue, 
Jordan's nemesis, the ex-Green Lantern Sinestro, assumes the narrator's voice: 
[l]n his grief, Hal Jordan became a dangerous man. The Guardians sought to 
punish him, strip him of his ring, but their efforts only spurred him to greater 
defiance. So, he set off for Oa, intent on obtaining vast power from the 
Guardians, so that he might recreate all he had lost. Truly, a mad errand.291 
To some degree, Sinestro as the narrator denotes the inversion taking place in the story. 
Before Jordan, Sinestro had been the most honored member of the Corps, only to 
become a vicious megalomaniac. Now it is Jordan demanding more power and Sinestro 
289 Jurgens, Dan (w, a) and Brett Breeding (i). "Deadly Alliance." Superman 2.80 (August 1993). 
290 Marz, Ron (w), Fred Haynes (p), and Romeo Tanghal (i). "Emerald Twilight II, part 1: The Past." Green 
Lantern 3.48 (January 1994). 
291 Marz, Ron (w), Fred Haynes (p), and Romeo Tanghal (i). "Emerald Twilight II, part 2: The Present." 
Green Lantern 3.49 (February 1994). 1. 
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to whom the Guardians turn for defense. As Jordan strikes down any other GL who gets 
in his way, Sinestro appreciates the irony: "A Green Lantern clashing with his own, 
turning against the Corps. Unthinkable ... and almost unprecedented."292 Jordan has 
descended to Sinestro's level. 
In killing Sinestro, his mentor Killawog, many of the Gls, and the Guardians of 
the Universe, Jordan becomes the supervillain Parallax. He destroys the main power 
battery on Oa and absorbs nearly all of its power so that he might undo what happened 
to Coast City.293 Jordan can now move through time, and he attempts to rewrite cosmic 
history, correcting anything along the way that he personally views as an error. Many of 
Earth's superheroes band to stop him, including his former partner, archer Oliver Queen 
(aka Green Arrow). 294 As Parallax, Jordan continues to menace his former allies until the 
Earth is threatened by a ravenous Sun-Eater. Finding clarity and looking to atone for his 
sins as Parallax, Jordan volunteers to sacrifice himself by expelling all of his energies to 
safely restore the Sun and Earth. As he does so, his last thoughts are of how history will 
regard him: "I've always done what I truly thought was right. At first, people called me a 
hero for it...And then a villain. As the memory of what I've done--and been--fades, I 
292 Marz, Haynes, Tanghal, "The Present" 6. 
293 Marz, Ron (w), Fred Haynes (p), and Romeo Tanghal (i). "Emerald Twilight II, part 3: The Future ." Green 
Lantern 3.50 (March 1994). 
294 Jurgens, Dan (w, p), Jerry Ordway (p), and Gregory Wright and Stuart Chaifetz (c) . Zero Hour: Crisis in 
Time. New York: DC Comics, 1994. 
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hope I will be seen .. . in a different light." 295 Jordan perishes but successfully completes 
his task. 
The 1999 mini -series Day of Judgment marks the first return of Jordan since his 
sacrifice as Parallax, and it also provides two parallel accounts of the superhero afterlife. 
Afte r a disastrous attempted rebellion against heaven,296 the angel Asmodel is 
imprisoned in hell with the demon Neron as his warden. Asmodel is freed when he 
hijacks the force known as the Spectre, God's Spirit of Vengeance.297 Previously, the 
Spectre had been merged with a human host, slain police officer Jim Corrigan, in order 
to mete out justice. With Corrigan now at peace and having moved on to heaven, the 
Spectre is without his calming, humanizing presence. 298 Untethered to any sensibility 
except zealously meting out God's wrath, the Spectre is duped into merging with 
Asmodel. The Asmodei-Spectre overtakes hell by freezing it, then rips a chasm up to the 
surface of the living world and unleashes hell's demons upon the Earth. 299 The world's 
heroes have two tasks before them: (1) to rekindle the fires of hell so that the demons 
will return home and (2) to find a suitable replacement for Jim Corrigan who will oust 
Asmodel from the Spectre's being. Alan Scott and the angel Zauriellead the first 
295 Kesel, Karl (w), Stuart lmmomen (p), and Jose Marzan, Jr. (i). Final Night. New York: DC Comics, 1996, 
138. 
296 Millar, Mark (w), Ariel Olivetti (a), and Matt Hollingsworth (c). JLA : Paradise Lost 1-3 (January-March 
1998). 
297 Johns, Geoff (w), Matt Smith (p), and Steve Mitchell (i) . "The Summoning." Day of Judgment 1 
(November 1999): 1-5. 
298 Ostrander, John (w) and Tom Mandrake (a). The Spectre 3.62 (February 1998). 
299 Johns, Smith, M itchell, "The Summoning" 11-13. 
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contingent to heaven wh ile Superman, accompanied by magicians Felix Faust and th e 
Enchantress, spearheads the second group going to hell.300 
The hell-destined team experiences all of the customary elements expected in a 
superhero afterlife subgenre adventure. Transported to hell by means of Asmodel-
Spectre's chasm (alternate dimension), the group is plunged into the hallucinogen ic 
waters of the River Styx (dreams/hallucinations), where several of the heroes have 
delusions of family members (familial encounter). Faust eludes the waters and aids each 
hero back to the surface . Having slain the hellhound Cerebrus, they then face the 
demon Nebiros blocking them from restoking hell's imprisoning fires (adversarial 
A/astor) . Felix Faust reanimates the bones of fallen hero the Blue Devil (liberated 
character), 301 but he murders the Enchantress in order to rekindle the core of hell with 
an act of evil (heroic reversa/). 302 Since superheroes frequently maintain the status quo, 
it should not be surprising that they are tasked t o restore hell to its full utility. In words 
that could have come from Russell himself, award-winning comics author Neil Gaiman, 
in one of his own stories of the afterlife, has an angel explain the necessity of hell: 
There must be a Hell. There must be a place for the demons; a place for the 
damned . Hell is Heaven' s reflection . It is Heaven's sh adow. They define each 
300 Johns, Geoff (w), Matt Smith (p ), and Steve M itchell (i ). " Lost Sou ls." Day of Judgmen t 2 (November 
1999) : 4-7. 
301 Neron, having been frozen by the Asmode i-Spectre, hides himself within Superman's body so as to be 
taken to Earth. This wou ld qua lify him, too, as a liberated character, in effect. 
302 Johns, Geoff (w), Matt Smith, Christophe r Jones (p), and Steve Mitchell (i). "The End of the World as 
We Know lt." Day of Judgment 4 (N ovember 1999) : 13, 17. 
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other. Reward and Punishment; hope and despair. There must be a Hell, for 
without Hell, Heaven has no meaning.303 
There needs to be a functioning hell as much as, if not more than, a functioning heaven, 
partly to validate evil's place in the cosmic order, but also partly to lead people from 
experiences of pain and injustice to the notion of a transcendent peace. 
If hell is some warped reflection of heaven, then it is no wonder that the other 
team sent beyond also experiences nearly all of the subgenre's six elements, with 
Jordan himself constituting at least one. They are transported by means of the 
superheroine Raven's "soul-self/' an astral projection that can teleport people to 
extradimensionallocations.304 Since Raven's powers come from her half-demon 
heritage, she can only deposit Scott's team on the outskirts of heaven (alternate 
dimension). There, their way is blocked by a set of massive gates. The angel Michael 
comes out to greet them but also to explain they are blocked from entry (A/astor #1). 
Jim Corrigan also emerges from the gate to emphasize that his time as the Spectre is 
done. A new soul needs to inhabit-and inhibit-the Spectre's power. Michael directs 
Scott's team to purgatory by means of a doorway connected to heaven's gate. Leaving 
heaven, Scott's team finds a bleak landscape dotted with lost souls whose remorse has 
clouded their faculties (dreams/hallucinations). Alternately called Limbo and purgatory, 
303 Gaiman, Neil (w), Kelly Jones, Mike Dringenberg, and Matt Wagner (p) . Sandman: Season of Mists. New 
York: DC Comics, 1992. 176. 
304 
"Rache l Roth (New Earth). " The DC Comics Database. 13 June 2011 
<http:/ /de. wikia.com/wiki/Rachei_Roth_(New _Earth}>. 
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this place is described by the angel Zauriel as "the land of fallen heroes," inhabited by 
those who have "fallen due to their own mistakes, their own shortcomings ."305 The 
subdued souls begin to stir and remember themselves at the arrival of Scott's team. 
Many yearn impulsively to help fight Asmodel, but only one legitimate candidate steps 
forward: Jordan still costumed as Parallax. 306 With some reticence, the team accepts 
Jordan's offer to help tame the Spectre. Echoing his final thoughts as he relit the sun, 
Jordan says, "I'll help, but I can't go back, not like this. I want them to remember the 
hero I was, the hero I can still be. I want them to see me in my brightest light."307 He 
sheds his appearance as Parallax for what the philosopher Origen might call Jordan's 
somatikon eidos, the enduring bodily form by which he recognizes himself,308 namely 
the Green Lantern uniform (heroic reversal #1). Jordan has bounced back from the role 
of villain, looking to restore the status quo-both his own selfless heroism as well as a 
cosmic status quo-rather than replace it with his own vision;309 it is are-reversal. The 
angels assigned to maintain purgatory, the Keepers, attempt to stop Jordan from leaving 
305 Johns, Smith, Mitchell, "Lost Souls" 10. 
306 Johns, Sm ith, Mitchell, " Lost Souls" 22. 
307 Johns, Geoff (w), Matt Smith, Christopher Jones (p), and Steve Mitchell (i) . "Choosing Sides." Day of 
Judgment 3 (November 1999}: 6. 
308 Russell, History 73 . 
309 Interestingly, it finally confirms how readers should have understood his 'supervillain' name of 
Parallax. In an earlier draft of Jordan's removal as a Green Lantern, he was to become Protector, looking 
to defend the galaxy without the permission of the Guardians of Oa . When it was decided that Jordan 
would rage against the Guardians and cripple the Green Lanterns rather than simp ly quit, the storyline 
changed his new name to Parallax, an altered form of vision. When in this role, Jordan may have meant it 
to convey a new view he had of justice, but, ultimately, he came to acknowledge his role as more of a 
flawed vision rather than an alternate one. See "What Might Have Been! Emerald Twilight," Green 
Lantern Corps Webpage, <http:/ /glcorps.dcuguide.com/curtain/gl-et.php>. 
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(A/astor #2L but the other purgatorial souls rise up to fight fo r his release (heroic 
reversal #2).310 The angels, in fulfilling their appointed roles as guardsmen of purgatory, 
demonstrate the necessity of human free will to oppose improper, unjust, or harmful 
situations. The fallen heroes assigned here rediscover their own part in a higher calling, 
standing against anything, even divine spirits, that would blindly allow innocent human 
life to be imperiled. (This is why Zauriel was cast down to Earth, more superhero than 
obedient angel.) Scott's team is, essentially, breaking the rules by forcing Jordan's 
release (liberated character), but they do so willingly, actively, and in the name of moral 
obligation, not binding adherence.311 
Both the plotline of Day of Judgment and these two sets of subgenre elements 
suggest a similar theme, namely imprisonment, entrapment, or confinement. It would 
seem, for the moment, that the medium itself is complicit in enpaneling the characters, 
containing them in sequences of boxes. Call it what one will, the notion of each 
character having necessary boundaries can be found throughout. When Jordan does 
return to Earth to face the Asmodei-Spectre, various mystics empower him with Green 
Lantern-like abilities. Jordan uses this energy to conjure his own spectral version of the 
310 No familial encounter element is apparent unless one views Alan Scott, the human originator of the 
Green Lantern title, as a father of sorts to Hal Jordan, a successor to the legacy. Though Scott could be 
counted as something of a mentor to Jordan, I am reticent to stretch the element to be interpreted this 
widely. Otherwise, an argument could be made for nearly any superhero to be a "family member" of 
another superhero. 
311 However, at the conclusion of the series, Jim Corrigan's spirit visits Earth to assure the heroes that the 
merging of Jordan and the Spectre has divine approval. The superheroes actions are all a part of the 
'mysterious ways' that God works. 
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Corps to stand against the Asmodei-Spectre.312 For the heroes, the battle is never one 
that can be championed alone. Even Superman is vulnerable to infernal magicks,313 
becoming a vessel for the arch-demon Neron. Moreover, each of the subgenre elements 
suggests a limit to one's self: travel achieved only by outside means, unshakeable ties to 
family, independent help needed for escaping delusions, necessary teamwork to fell 
Alastors and liberate allies, and a return to form for the soulless Felix Faust and the 
once-heroic shades of purgatory. Only Asmodel believes he can be a wholly 
independent operator, one without limits, and he looks to unseat God. Ironically, to 
fulfill his conceded oneness, Asmodel must merge with another being, the Spectre, an 
interdependence he seems loathe to acknowledge. His arrogance and solipsism stand as 
the true evil of the storyline, one that Neron rivals in his own thirst for the Spectre's 
power. Both villains are reminiscent of Jordan's time as Parallax, when he thought he 
could right the entire universe himself. Each of them trusts in only themself, in absolute 
singularity.314 Now, in a posthumous attempt to recant his actions, Jordan submits to 
the mission of the Spectre; in turn, the Spectre allows itself to be bonded to Jordan's 
will. Fittingly, for their crimes, Neron is imprisoned by his own colleagues in hell and a 
312 Johns, Smith, Jones, Mitchell, "The End" 9. 
313 Superman: The Man of Tomorrow dedicates an entire issue to Superman's own delusions, famili al 
encounters, and so forth in hell. The issue is written by J.M. DeMatteis who also wrote the death-
meditation Superman: Where Is Thy Stin g? and the majority of Jordan-inhabited Spectre stories. See 
DeMatteis, J.M. (w), and Ryan Soak and Jeff Gan (a) . "Heart of hell." Superman : The Man of Tomorrow 15 
{Fall1999) . 
314 Though Thor in chapter one was hailed fo r his se lf-assured personal unity, he willingly calls upon and 
acknowledges the help from Tyr, Gaia, etc. 
116 
special prison is constructed for Asmodel in heaven, "a new structure in the Shining City 
[ ... t]he first in countless millennia."315 One message seems to be that one should 
restrain themself and accept both the aid and guidance of others or else have limits 
placed forcefully upon one. Another, more challenging message to readers is that they 
are missing something and being locked out from certain considerations too radical or 
awkward to put into words. There is the overall sense of ineffability here, one that could 
support Delbanco and Russell's contentions that readers' spiritual faculties are dull. 
Rather than present language as some prison or pidgin, though, Jordan's narrative 
continues in a manner suggesting that what is seen, if one has eyes to see it, will be 
infinitely more important than what is said. 
Before looking at the larger implications of these blind spots (i.e. how the 
inclusion of the visual will both unlock the theme of imprisonment and address the 
concerns of Russell and Delbanco), the remainder of Jordan's Trials as the Spectre 
requires recounting. Feeling tortured by both the responsibility and the all-consuming 
power of the office as God's Spirit of Vengeance, Jordan takes poorly to being the 
Spectre. His early adventures as the Spectre take him to two pseudo-afterlives (i.e. two 
locales that resemble heaven and hell, respectively, but their legitimacy is left 
unconfirmed by the story). Over issues #33-#36 of Legends of the DC Universe, Jordan 
attempts to adjust to his new role but continually finds himself in heaven-like and hell-
315 Johns, Geoff (w), Matt Smith, Christopher Jones (p), and Steve Mitchell (i). "Soul Search." Day of 
Judgment 5 (November 1999) : 22. 
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like places that crumble upon investigation.316 From experiencing them, though, Jordan 
comes to understand the need for his submission to God's will, mercy, and wisdom; 
fighting for answers and control will only bring madness.317 
For a period, Jordan comes to better grips with the Spectre, and he brings his 
resurrected friend Oliver Queen (aka the Green Arrow) to heaven in order to explain the 
mysterious revivification. As expected, several of the subgenre elements present 
themselves, but they do so in what may seem a confusing manner. Jordan explains that, 
while he was Parallax, he had come to heaven and implored Green Arrow to return to 
Earth alive. At that time, Green Arrow had refused, content with the peace he had 
found following a sharp downturn in his mortal life; he had murdered, he had 
committed infidelity, and he had crossed several other moral lines he regretted . Parallax 
316 Another pseudo-afterlife landscape is presented when Jordan's former Justice League of America (JLA) 
teammates come to test his mental capacity as the Spectre [see DeMatteis, J.M . (w), Mark Pararillo (), and 
Walden Wong (i). "The Guilty." JLA 35 (November 1999)]. At first, they cannot recognize him nor 
remember him as Hal Jordan without the intervention of the angel Zauriel. Even revealed as their former 
comrade, Jordan cannot easily quell the rage of the Spectre, and he accuses each of the heroes-and 
humanity at large-of being corrupt at their cores. JLA member Martian Manhunter uses his mind control 
powers to transport all of them to a shattered hellscape. Jordan describes it as 
a world that is not a place ... so much as a state of mind . The illogic, the depravity, in the very 
ether ... is overwhelming even to the Spectre. [ ... ] We follow the Martian forward , into this realm 
of pure (or should I say impure?) mind- yet, for all our effort, it seems we're thrust in the 
opposite direction . Up becomes down. Sideways becomes inside out. (15). 
Once they arrive at what the Manhunter calls "the core consciousness" of the place, Jordan and the JLA 
f ind a kind and pleasant couple offering them all welcome (17) . Jordan is disturbed by their presence 
here, but he finds them to be truly good, with " the sacred light" that shines within them (19). Batman is 
also alarmed, because like Jordan, he has deduced that they are within the mind of his homicidal nemesis 
the Joker. For there to be God-touched goodness even in the mind of an insane serial murderer gives 
Jordan pause as to how he should view humanity's sin and extract vengeance. Divine recompense cannot 
be his highest priority if, even in the depths of a serial killer, there is a gl immer of redempt ion possible. 
The Spectre cannot only be a spirit of vengeance. 
317 DeMatteis, J.M . (w), Michael Zulli (p), Vince Locke (i) . Legends of the DC Universe 33-36 (October 2000-
January 2001). 
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convinced him th at his body could be restored on Earth wi t hout any of those memories 
while his soul remained in heaven . Therefore, th e Oliver Queen that the Spectre brings 
back to heaven later is only an empty husk, a "Hollow,"318 with the w ise and regretful 
Green Arrow already waiting in heaven for his separate corporeal self. The unmasked, 
deceased Green Arrow tells the costumed body of Queen, "It's simple, Junior .. . I'm your 
soul, and you're my body" (see Figure 2.3} .319 With the Spectre providing the travel 
between alternate dimensions, this separation of body and soul makes Green Arrow his 
own fam ily member and his own Alastor to Queen. The fact that Green Arrow's soul 
refused to return to Earth and continue his superheroing may be taken as a form of 
heroic reversal. Green Arrow cites Felix Faust as managing fine without a soul, so why 
should Green Arrow ruin his final peace in order to fulfill his body's "existential 
claptrap?" 320 
Ultimately, Green Arrow recognizes that he has no choice, that he is trapped, the 
continuing theme of these Trials. Queen is captured, and prepared for a mystic 
ceremony where his empty body will be filled by the soul of his aged captor. Queen's 
son Connor Hawke attempts a rescue against overwhelming odds. Their only chance of 
escape is for Queen to already have his own soul back in place, thus botching the 
ceremony. Praying, Queen entreats Green Arrow, his soul, to return, since this scenario 
318 Smith, Kevin {w}, Phil Hester {p), Andre Parks {i). Green Arrow: Quiver. New York: DC Comics, 2002 . 
123. 
319 Smith, Hester, Parks 172. 
320 Smith, Hester, Parks 177. 
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Figure 2.3. In heaven, Green Arrow's soul explains to his animated body-a "Hollow" 
what has occurred (Smith, Hester, Parks 172}. 
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is his and Paral lax' s fault. "You made this mess. You and Hal. And now it's time for you 
to clean it up. Don't do it for me, or for yourself, or the world ... Just do it for your 
boy. " 321 In heaven, Green Arrow finally recognizes his responsibility and sees no other 
option. Just as he was his own Alaster and fami ly member, Green Arrow also liberates 
himself from the afterlife, but he returns to the apparent confines of the superhero 
genre. 
Shortly after Green Arrow's complete return to the living, Jordan is reborn as 
well, divorcing himself from both the Spectre and Parallax but not, as I will soon detail, 
from the continuing theme of confinement . It had been assumed since the destruction 
of Coast City that Parallax was Jordan's own construction, just a new identity to match 
his new methods and powers. However, 2005's Green Lantern: Rebirth series reveals 
that an energy being named Parallax long predated Jordan and the formation of the 
Green Lantern Corps. This Parallax was " living fear," casting terror into any who beheld 
its yellow light. The Guardians of the Universe contained Parallax and entrapped it 
within the main Green Lantern battery on Oa centuries ago. "That's why the rings had a 
problem with yellow," explains Kyle Rayner. "Parallax weakened [the battery' s] power 
over the corresponding spectrum."322 In recent times, the Parallax creature had begun 
reaching out through the Green Lantern rings in an attempt to manipulate its release. 
321 Smith, Hester, Parks 211. 
322 Johns, Geoff (w), Ethan Van Scriver (p), Prentis Rollins (i). "Yellow." Green Lantern: Rebirth 3 (Febru ary 
2005) : 35. 
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When Coast City was destroyed, Jordan was unknowingly vulnerable to its influence. 
Without his conscious awareness, Jordan released Parallax by destroying the power 
battery and had the creature attach itself to him. "The cosmic parasite grafted itself on 
to Jordan's soul. And the Parallax we know was born." 323 Jordan reasserted control 
briefly when he sacrificed himself to rekind le the sun, but the Spectre had been working 
to purge Jordan's soul of the corruption that accompanied it . Speaking to Jordan, the 
Spectre explains that the human's soul had been captured by Parallax even as Parallax 
was captured within his body: "I did not allow your soul to be drawn to me without 
reason. I hoped by binding to your infected being, that I would have the ability to burn 
out this Parallax like a disease. To cast vengeance upon it for all the death and fear it 
spread throughout God's universe," an alternate explanation for the Corrigan-delivered 
approval of their combination.324 Though unsuccessful, the Spectre does expel both 
Jordan and Parallax from himself separately, freeing Jordan and allowing Parallax to 
inhabit another being. The Spectre returns to God before finding his next host, saying to 
Jordan, "Your soul is free of the disease. [ ... ] He calls me home. As he calls to you . Yours 
is finally free."325 Jordan is drawn into a bright light, and he sees visions of the dead 
including his late father, but he chooses to rejoin with his mortal body-which had 
escaped the sun's rekindling intact-and resume his place as Green Lantern . Parallax 
323 Johns, Van Scriver, Ro llins, "Yel low" 30. 
324 Johns, Van Scriver, Rollins, "Yellow" 31. 
325 Johns, Geoff (w), Ethan Van Scriver (p), Prentis Rollins (i) . "Force of Will. " Green Lantern: Rebirth 4 
(March 2005) : 29. 
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had been caged inside the Guardians' battery, but Jordan, in releasing the parasite, 
became enthralled by and bound to Parallax. For the first time in years, Hal Jordan has 
escaped as his own free man. 
I choose to emphasize viewing Jordan as a "free man," since the descriptions of 
the comics medium and the superhero genre in my introduction and first chapter might 
suggest that the two, by necessity, entrap their characters. Eco says superheroes like 
Superman are locked in a dream-like cl imate that seems to forbid progression : comics 
The Heavens and Hells of Green Lantern 
Across the swath of storylines I have called Jordan's Trials, there has been the 
unnervingly consistent theme of struggling against limitation or boundaries-against 
confinement. These events for the character of Hal Jordan span over a decade and 
involved many different creative and editorial teams. While writers like Ron Marz, J.M. 
DeMatteis, and Geoff Johns exert control over the character for prolonged periods of 
time, this mega-arc odyssey is not any one individual or team's united vision . The 
corruption, sacrifice, penance, and rebirth of Hal Jordan was much more an organic 
process for DC's storytellers, and readers vary in their approval all along the way. In his 
series of "Revolving Door of Death" columns, pseudonymous critic Ouzomandias says 
that this handling of the character had turned Hal Jordan into "the patron saint of 
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editorial malpractice."326 His motives, his mind, and his actions were being rewritten by 
every subsequent creative team in order to find a place-or even just a basic purpose-
for his stories in the DC universe. 
What is both most striking about this odyssey and most relevant to the concerns 
of Del banco and Russell is the consistency of these afterlife portrayals and the themes 
of imprisonment. With no overall gameplan guiding the character's succession of trials, I 
find it remarkable that both the idea and the visualizations of imprisonment are present 
so frequently. At first, these recurrences seem to support Delbanco and Russell's 
assertions that modern, fragmented society is unequipped to properly conceive of 
heaven or hell. Ultimately, though, I would rather view these visualizations as responses 
to Delbanco and Russell-with "imprisonment" as a meaningful key, I argue that these 
comics reveal the usefulness of fragmentation in attempting to comprehend the 
transcendent . 
Heaven and hell are portrayed quite simi larly, with only cosmetic differences 
distinguishing them. As expected, they share a majority of the subgenre's elements, but 
the similarities in their visual depictions are striking. Both heaven and hell are laid out 
and drawn on the comics page as if they were just another common vista. The medium 
itself makes little effort to differentiate them either from each other or from mundane 
settings. Colorist James Sinclair maintains bright and light colors for heaven in addition 
326 uRevolving Door of Death 15." The Quarter Bin October 4, 2001 . Accessed June 6, 2011 at 
<http://www.fortunecity.com/tatooin e/n iven/142/revo lvin/rdd15.html>. 
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to white gutters surrounding each panel; for hell, the colors are slightly darker with 
black gutters bordering the panels. Sinclair gives purgatory its own dank color palette as 
well, with its inhabitants awash in gray, muted hues to reflect their subdued minds. Only 
once Jordan steps forward does his attire begin turning a richer green, ultimately 
becoming positively verdant when he reassumes his Green Lantern identity.327 With the 
exception of these color cues, though, heaven, hell, and purgatory all adhere to the 
same visual reading scheme for audiences. In fact, while the details may change slightly, 
the scenes of heaven and hell in Day of Judgment and heaven in Green Arrow328 all 
begin with a full-page rendering of their respective gates.329 The implication to the 
reader is that a gate is a gate is a gate: the entry to heaven is largely the same as the 
entry to hell. The same visual technique-a large "splash page" image-is used to 
convey the same idea, the afterlife's vastness, but little distinction is made between the 
awesomeness of heaven or the massiveness of hell. The medium does not denote much 
difference between them, as shown in Figure 2.4 and Figure 2.5. The positioning of the 
characters (e .g. Superman/Wonder Woman entering from opposite page edges, Alan 
Scott/Firestorm filling their respective corners, etc.) intentionally invites the comparison 
by means of pervasive similarity. 
327 Johns, Smith, Jones, Mitchell , "Choosing Sides" 7. 
328 In fact, Green Arrow gives a double-page spread-a two-page, continuous single panel-to Jordan as 
the Spectre (Smith, Hester, Parks 140-141). Other "splash pages" in addition to heaven's gate belong to 
The Daily Planet newspaper during "Final Night" (1), the first appearance of a homeless and disoriented 
Green Arrow (28), the hero surprising a corrupt city official (52), and so forth . Visually, these appear on 
par and having t he same impact as the miraculous arrival in heaven. 
329 Johns, Smit h, M it chell, " Lost Souls" 8, 14; Smith, Hester, Parks 150. 
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If heaven and hell are opposites, as Russell contends, then thi s odd consiste ncy 
between their depictions lends credence to his and Delbanco's con cerns-that most 
modern readers lack the discernment to view this as any problem. Russell emphasizes, 
"Heaven is reality itself; what is not heaven is less real. Hell is the contrad ict ion of 
heaven; it is the absence of reality." 330 Heaven, hell, purgatory, and Earth are different 
planes, they function differently, and they should look different from one another.331 
Day of Judgment and Green Arrow miss out on the opportunity to portray them as 
significantly in contrast to one another. Heaven, for instance, could be more photo-
realistic, while hell could be more abstract and visually puzzling. All three of the afterlife 
realms appear to have time function as it does on Earth . In fact, on Earth, Batman 
coordinates a team to stymie the rampaging Asmodei-Spectre, and time passes for him 
as it does for the away-teams in what are supposedly eternal or timeless realms. While 
he likely does not have sequential art in mind when he says it, Russell comments that "i f 
there is no time [in heaven], there can be no sequence." 332 The medium could attempt 
to employ other conventions besides standard panel-by-panel layouts. If hell is a place 
of chaos and punishment, events there could be portrayed out of sequence; if heaven is 
an eternal space, then its entire depiction could take place using borderless splash 
pages. Purgatory, too, could be illustrated limbo-l ike in the gutters of the pages rather 
330 Russell , History 4. 
331 I am assuming here that vision or sight is so me kind of sense in each rea lm, even if it might not 
fun ction as it does among the living on Earth . 
332 Russe ll, History 11. 
Figure 2.4. Alan Scott's team at the full-page gates of heaven (Johns, Smith, Mitchell, 
"Lost Souls" 8). 
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Figure 2.5. Superman's team at the strikingly similar gates of hell (Johns, Smith, Mitchell, 
"Lost Souls" 14). 
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than within the panels. Al l these are merely suggestions, but they are meant to reflect 
the possibilities available to comics creators in depicting the afterlife to readers through 
the medium. This is part of the peril in lumping all the posthumous possibilities for the 
soul under the modern umbrella of "afterlife";333 heaven, hell, purgatory, and any other 
existence are treated equally, uniformly, and, worst of all, fl atly. 
Not only do these depictions of an umbrella afterlife treat each plane nearly 
identically, but they also block profounder metaphorical interpretations. For Russell, this 
profundity is the chief power of imagining heaven, its "uses [as] metaphor to expand 
and open out meaning" :334 1ife, existence, and being can more fully experienced through 
its consideration . Metaphor as a literary device is often regarded as being at some 
remove from its subject matter. Yet, regarding heaven as a place more real because of 
its access to metaphor grants one access to a consideration of the ineffable, potential 
access to "perfect language and then further-into the truth beyond language." 335 
Delbanco supports the idea that human language is an increasingly faulty one, with 
those seeking a connection with God conflating what he considers corrupted, 
pantheistic terminologies to religious concepts.336 Russell also finds human language 
flawed and growing worse, thanks to deconstructionism, with heaven free of erroneous 
333 Russell, Paradise 4. 
334 Russell, History 7. 
335 Delbanco 221 
336 Delbanco 221. 
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human language and closer t o metaphor, as "an unbordered meadow of meaning." 337 
Little of what the superheroes say or do while in the afterlife seem to lend itself to 
Russell's opening of meaning, however. They appear trapped in what Delbanco might 
call diabolic language. We are locked out of heavenspeak, and, moreover, do not even 
know to look for it. Modern-d ay audiences may seem entrapped by language, perhaps 
only lacking the curiosity to attempt meaning by other means. There is little that is overt 
in the stories, suggesting that language is a problem for mortal characters upon reach ing 
heaven. The stories' characters also exhibit no greater affinity for, nor corruption by, 
human language in hell. If an audience were attuned to look for alternate forms of 
communication-and comics readers are, with images as a channel of communication in 
tandem with words-then they might find the ease of language in each of these settings 
unsettling. 
The only acknowledgments of language's limits come at two points, with Neron's 
punishment of being reduced to a "rhymer/' a demon who can only speak in crossed 
rhyme stanzas, and with the nearly silent in purgatory. Found guilty of attempting to 
wield the Spectre's power for himself, Neron protests against the injustice of his 
sentence while compromised by his inescapably sing-song sentences : " No! You cannot 
demote me! It's too absurd! I That cannot be my destiny! The final word! I In the ranks 
337 Russell, History 9. 
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of Hell I was a climber! I Now to be damned a savage rhymer?" 338 Only Neron and the 
mischievous demon Etrigan exhibit t his kind of speech impediment, though. If the 
superheroes venturing into hell had found themselves overwhelmed by language, 
confined by it, or utterly consumed by it, then Russell's notion of heaven might have 
been implied as a contrapositive consequence. One would be free of language in heaven 
and cursed by it in hell. Those in purgatory, fittingly, are wholly mute at first, a middle 
ground between Earthly and heavenly language. It is only when the noise of the 
Asmodei-Spectre's ripping through the planes of reality reaches their ears that "those 
whose souls were gray with pain and self-pity .. .felt a stirring in the ether." 339 When 
Scott's team arrives, there is little that the other lost souls besides Jordan can utter, 
suggesting that Jordan truly is the most penitent and best candidate to thwart Asmodel. 
Just as the "KARACK" echoing across reality was given a bright green hue against the 
bleak grayness of purgatory, Jordan's own yearning to put Parallax behind him is also 
shaded in inspiring green.340 These two instances in hell and purgatory, sadly, only 
emphasize what is possible with these particular superhero stories but goes largely 
overlooked. Neron's punishment and the colorization of words in purgatory are isolated 
instances in these storylines which otherwise ignore much in the way of verbal or 
narrative distinction between heaven, hell, purgatory, and Earth. These stories set in the 
338 Johns, Smith, Jones, Mitchell, "Soul Search" 19. 
339 Johns, Sm ith, Mitchell, "The Summoning" 18. 
340 Johns, Smith, Jones, Mitchell, "Choosing Sid es" 7. 
superhero afterlife give the impression that much of the distinction between these 
planes are lost on creators and readers. 
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Russell and Delbanco's concerns are generally supported by the Trials' 
unproblematized afterlife landscapes and the plain use of language, but the medium 
itself argues otherwise. Both Russell and Delbanco focus their respective scholarship on 
narratives and, as critics note, gloss over art pertaining to heaven or Satan's hell. To 
some degree, this is understandable, since most modern media finds it difficult to 
portray the afterlife in anything other than words. Take, for instance, this account from 
Wired magazine's Chris Suellentrop of why cinema fails at depicting heaven: 
You may consider the task impossible. In his pan of the film [The Lovely Bones], 
Roger Ebert provided a very specific description of what paradise isn't: 
"heaven-by definition outside of time and space-would have neither colors 
nor a lack of colors, would be a state with no sensations. Nor would there be 
thinking there, let alone narration." Lotsa luck filming that! 341 
For all of its difficulty, art cannot be sidelined from discussions of the afterlife due to the 
ineffability of verbalizing the visual. In sidestepping art, Del banco and Russell also 
overlook the difference between visualizing and the visual, between imagery and 
images, between the use of words to describe a sight and sight itself. Russell calls 
heaven an "unbordered meadow of meaning," but, for all its sentiment, that phrase 
341 Suellentrop, Chris. "You Can't Beat the Devil." Wired 19.02 (February 2011): 74. 
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denotes nothing outside of verbal language; it is a Hollow, empty and untranslatable, for 
example, into song, into dance, into sculpture, and, for my purposes here, either 
individual or sequential art. In their own way, Russell and Delbanco are themselves 
shackled by the words they use. Had they analyzed comics, they likely would have 
looked at pages of panels and considered each one individually or in a simple sequence 
rather than considering whole storylines as significant and complex designs. 
The sequential layout of graphic language suits depictions of the afterlife, 
particularly a Christian one, quite adroitly. Some describe comic book reading as being 
panel-to-panel, then row-by-row-a form of sequential art. One of the best-known 
definitions for sequential art, particularly as it applies to comics, comes from comics 
creator and scholar Scott McCloud. Inspired by Eisner, McCloud defines the sequential 
art of comics as "juxtaposed pictorial and other images in deliberate sequence, intended 
to convey information and/or to produce an aesthetic response in the viewer."342 But 
this is only a simple sequence, and comics can employ far more byzantine systems to 
communicate their messages. McCloud has been criticized both for subsuming the 
textual portion of comics into "and other images"343 as well as ostensibly omitting one-
panel daily comics like The Far Side or Family Circus. 344 For my purposes, I respectfully 
342 McCloud, Scott. Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art. Northampton, MA: Kitchen Sink Press, 1993. 
9. 
343 Horrocks, Dylan . "Inventing Comics: Scott McCloud's Definition of Comics." The Comics Journa/234 
(June 2001). 
344 Harvey, R.C. The Art of the Comic Book: An Aesthetic History. Jackson, MS: University Press of 
Mississippi, 1996. 
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take issue with his clause "in deliberate sequence." Of course comics creators put the 
individual panels in a preferred order for a reader to experience. These creators also 
shape the layout of each page to reflect the importance or power of each panel as well 
as a suggested pacing. However, Versaci com ments, 
because these panels form page-length and sometimes multiple-page-length 
layouts, read ing a comic is not always linear. That is, unlike film, which unspools 
at a more or less predetermined (and from the viewer's perspective, 
uncontrollable) pace, comics creators can play with the design of an entire page 
by manipulating the visuals within panels and the panels themselves within a 
page to create additional layers of meaning. Thus, a comic, in addition to 
unfolding temporality, also exists "all at once," and this existence is a feature 
unique to this medium .345 
Reading a comic is not-nor has it ever really been-a passive exercise where one must 
move "in deliberate sequence." Hatfield agrees, saying, "From a reader's point of view, 
then, there is always the potential to choose: between seeing the single image as a 
moment in sequence and seeing it in more holistic fashion, as a design element that 
contributes to the overall balance (or in some cases the meaningful imbalance) of the 
layout." Hypertext theorist Stuart Moulthrop encourages people to read comics in 
whatever direction or order that might contribute usefully to narrative meaning. 
345 Versaci 16. 
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Agreeing with Versaci, Moulthrop says, "Comics is both a sequential and a simultaneous 
medium."346 He provides instances in Alan Moore's seminal Watchmen series where 
reading straight across from one page to the next rather than shifting down to the next 
row provides examples of "first-order lateral thinking" -how a genius or an omnisciently 
aware being might experience time. Literary critic Anna lisa Di Liddo also hails Moore for 
masterfully utilizing comics' potential for simultaneity alongside sequential narrative.347 
There is Versaci's "all at once/' tatum simul. Additionally, there are the options to read 
in linear order (reading one panel at a time "in deliberate sequence"L or in some 
combination of both in tatum simul and linearly. 
Along with the reader's active ability to pace the story at his or her own rate, this 
combination in comics of reading linearly and in tatum simu/ can be understood, I feel, 
as an expression of what Russell calls heaventime: 
If time in heaven is different from time defined as a measure of motion within 
the cosmos, then this noncosmic nontime is a metaphor of time that is 
ontologically real, a "heaventime" distinct from ordinary time. [ ... ]The words 
"space" and "time" as applied to heaven are ontological metaphors referring to 
something beyond the limits of the human mind.348 
346 Moulthrop, Stuart and Jessica Fun~. '"Lateral Thinking' and the Structure of Watchmen." Stuart 
Moulthrop f Home. September 23, 2010. Accessed June 7 2011 at 
http:/ /iat . u ba lt .ed u/mou lth rop/hypertexts/wm/read ings/latera 1/. 
347 Di Liddo, Anna lisa. Alan Moore : Comics as Performance, Fiction as Scalpel. Jackson, MS: University 
Press of Mississippi, 2009. 95. 
348 Ru sse ll, History 12. 
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This mix of both tatum simu//heaventime and sequenti al time is best understood 
through the term aevum as used by literary critic Frank Kermode. Like graphic novels, he 
says that the novel is "a paradigm of crisis, of a way of thinking about the present as 
being what theologians call totally end-directed."349 Temporarly, novels operate in a 
fluid time-space; they can jump across eons of time in a page, protract an isolated day 
from cover to cover, or hop-scotch from present to past and back again. "Aevum is the 
time-order of novels," determines Kermode.350 Aevum is the time-space of angels that is 
neither wholly in God's Eternity nor Man's Time . The graphic novel operates in aevum. 
Time and space unfold optionally, either forward and in sequence as one might 
commonly expect, or in more elaborate, transcendent configurations. Readers may even 
choose to have some manner of both linear time and timeless eternity operate at once, 
as can be found in a double-page of The Spectre #1, see Figure 2.6. The word balloons 
may tease the readers' eye along a sequence that snakes in an 5-shape across the two 
pages-fitting, since it is supposedly the fork-tongued Devil speaking to Jordan and his 
companion-but the separate panels may be experienced in any order or as one gestalt 
of darkening red-and-black design. Sequentiality becomes challenged as the word 
balloons fly unfixed from each other and the 'main' image of a toy closet becomes 
closed off by panels of a timeless barbarity. To which readers adhere, an orderly 
349 Kermode, Frank. The Sense of an Ending: Studies in the Theory of Fiction (with a New Epilogue) . New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2000. 128. 
35
° Kermode 72. 
Figure 2.6. Time and Timelessness operating simultaneously as the Devil escorts Jordan. DeMatteis (w) and 
Ryan Sook (a). "All Ye Who Enter Here." The Spectre 1 (March 2001): 20-21. 
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sequence or a perpetual pastiche, is their own choice, and they can alternate as they 
please. 
Like the afterlife they attempt to narrativize, comics operate in a fluid time 
scheme, aevum, and in fluid space relations. Media critic Douglas Rushkoff proposes 
that it is the space between panels, affectionately known as "the gutter," that 
represents what is "beyond the limits of the human mind": 
That's right -the space between the panels. The part of the page no one even 
pays attention to . Those white, empty lines separating one panel from another, 
one moment in comic narrative from the next. It is there in that gap that the 
magic of comics occurs.351 
With limited exceptions,352 most comic book characters never perceive that space, the 
break between moments. Only the reader perceives the gutter, leaving that same 
reader to operate as a soma pneumatikon of the character. The gutter is a non-place for 
characters, but, for readers operating 'above' what is linear time for the characters, it is 
a place. Real-life readers are the "perfected bodies" of the characters, with the ability to 
move both linearly and between any number of frozen, eternal moments at once. In 
Figure 2.7, Jordan and Green Arrow stand at the gates of heaven, itself predictably 
reminiscent of the splash page entry-points for the afterlife in Day of Judgment. The 
351 Rushkoff, Douglas. "Foreword: Looking for God in the Gutter." Graven Images: Religion in Comic Books 
and Graphic Novels. New York: Continuum, 2010. lx-xi i. 
352 Certain comics creators like Grant Morrison have had cha racters journey into the gutter metatextually. 
See Morrison, Grant (w) and Chas Truog, Doug Hazlewood, et al (a) . Animal Man: Deus Ex Machina . New 
York: Vertigo, 2003. 
Figure 2. 7. Readers may move panel-by-panel in a sequence resembling the flow of mortal 
time, or they can view the pages as one tatum simul image (Smith, Hester, Parks (150-151). 
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characters must go from one panel to the next to mimic time as experienced by their 
readers. Those same readers, though, have the ability to spot the Phantom Stranger 
before he arrives, to read Jordan's response to the Stranger's warnings before they are 
meant to be uttered, and to fli p ahead and look inside heaven before the characters 
enter. Readers are unbound from sequence in a way th at they cannot be in their own 
lives, not until they die and experience simultaneity firsthand in their own afterlives. 
Until then, the comics can approximate it for them. 
Jordan's Trials illustrates what lays beyond language and consideration of an 
existence for oneself more akin to aevum than to the simple sequence of beginning-
middle-end. Certainly, Hal Jordan's story belies the notion of a set ending, with his 
death, restoration, and resurrection back to his original self. The same goes for Green 
Arrow-killed but then revivified first in body, a notably ten-year younger one, and only 
later in soul. Ditto for Barry Allen, aka the Flash, who discusses the likely return of a slain 
Batman with Jordan : 
Flash- "That's my point . Death isn't necessarily the end. Not in this line of work. 
You, me, Clark, Ollie." 
Green Lantern- "My father. Your mother. They never came back. No matter 
how hard we wanted them to." 
Flash- "But something's pried the door open. There's a bigger force at work, 
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that much I believe."353 
As I have written elsewhere, true superheroes never remain dead, regardless of 
the apparent finitude of their demise.354 The Flash regards death as a maze for his 
comrades, not a prison, and he "won't stop hoping that they'll find their way back." 355 
One's prison isn't language-language is merely incomplete, not enclosing. No, for 
readers, one's prison is in regarding life as a closed system rather than each moment as 
just one in number of interconnected panels on a grand page. Eternity can be glimpsed 
by readers in the layout of every comic book page. When an adult reads a comic, no 
matter how locked into verbal language one might be, an impulse for the visual takes 
over, and he or she attempts to glimpse ahead, even the whole page, while also moving 
in the perceived sequence.356 Psychologists studying eye movement of comics readers 
have proven that readers look ahead, however quickly, and spy what is to come. 357 This 
aevum-like combination of reading comics panel-by-panel while also, out of the corner 
of one's eyes, peeping at the overall design of the page is the hint of Eternity. 
Sequential, chronological time can still unfold as expected as readers move from panel 
to panel. The panels can be sped through quickly or they can be slowly savored. Either 
353 Johns, Geoff (w), Ivan Reis (p), and Ocair Albert and Rob Hunter (i}. "Blackest Night: Death Becomes 
Us." Blackest Night 0 (June 2009} : 10. 
354 Lewis, A. David. "Save the Day." What Is a Superhero? New York : Oxford, in press. 
355 Johns, Reis, Albert, Hunter 14. 
356 Cohn, Neil. " Navigating Comics: Reading Strategies of Page Layouts." emaki.net 2008. Accessed July 5, 
2011 at <http://www.emaki .net/essays/pagelayouts.pdf>. 
357 Omori, Takahide, Taku Ishii, and Keiko Kurata. "Eye Catchers in Comics : Controll ing Eye Movements in 
Reading Pictorial and Textual Media." 28th International Congress of Psychology. Beijing, China, 2004. 
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way, the readers' minds animate the characters as their eyes enter the space between 
the panels, as their eyes cross the gutters' 'god-space.' Minds fill in the action or 
relationship between the panels like missing frames of a movie. Wh at a movie does not 
offer that comics do, however, are the entire unspooled story on the page. The entirety 
of what is to come lies in front of readers. The whole frozen sequence exists neither in 
the past nor the future but in an indeterminate spacetime that may be far closer to an 
afterlife experience than Russell's metaphor can express. 
Just as readers can look for the equivalent of aevum and gutters in their own 
lives, individuals can also embrace the comics' equally fluid notion of identity for 
themselves. In the second chapter of Understanding Comics, McCloud uses Rene 
Magritte's painting The Treachery of Images to demonstrate how easily readers will 
disregard what an image shows in favor of what it might mean. Over two pages, 
McCloud copies and recopies a panel of his cartoon avatar358 standing beside Magritte's 
painting of a pipe . {See Figure 2.8.) The cartoon McCloud says, "Well, actually, that's 
wrong. This is not a painting of a pipe. This is a drawing of a painting of a pipe. N'est-ce 
pas? Nope, wrong again. It's a printed copy of a drawing of a painting of a pipe. Ten 
copies, actually six if you fold the pages back." 359 Readers are called upon to unite 
358 I am stymying my compulsion to ca ll the character in McCloud's books "McCloud," even though he/i t 
invites rea ders to do so. Yet, separate of his/its invitation, resisting the ease of calling a representation by 
a living author's name is the very point McCloud is making: Readers can be too willing to accept the 
re presentation of a thing for the real thing. In all likelihood, McCloud himself never stood beside a 
painting of M agritte, per se. 
359 McCloud 25. 
~i ~ . ~ 
24 25 
Figure 2.8. The Treachery of Images explained by an avatar-many multiple avatars, 
really-of McCloud but not McCloud himself (24-25) . 
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~ 
N 
143 
separate instances of an image or a character on nearly every page of a comic, especially 
if that comic is being taken strictly sequentially. Hatfield calls an act like this readers' 
"complicity[ ... ] in reading comics/' in as much as audiences might overlook the 
numerous choices they make-routinely cohering each page to make it personally 
coherent.360 When presented as aevum, though, where a page of panels can also be 
regarded as tatum simul, then the multiplicity of an image or character must be 
recognized. 
Jordan's engagement with the afterlife encourages the reader to be open to the 
possibilities of personal multiplicity-of a properly fragmented self-through aevum in 
addition to his or her unified, chronological sense of identity. Numerous comics series 
(e.g. Legends of the DC Universe, 361 the Spectre series, 362 or Green Lantern: Rebirth363 ) 
come to depict Jordan as being able to split himself into multiple beings at once. Yet, 
one could also see almost every page of his decades-old Green Lantern comic showing 
Jordan in several panels, in several separate places, at once.364 The reader unifies these 
through his or her reading by understanding them as occurring in a strict sequence and 
therefore one at a time; these are not multiple Jordans but 'snapshots' of Jordan at 
subsequent moments in time. However, when considering the stories in aevum, 
360 Hatfield 67. 
361 DeMatteis, J.M. (w), Michael Zulli (p), Vince Locke (i) . "On Earth as It Is in Heaven." Legends of the DC 
Universe 33 (October 2000) : 7. 
362 DeMatteis, Mark (w), Norm Breyfogle (p), and Dennis Janke (i) . "The Beginning of the Beginning." The 
Spectre 3.27 (May 2003) : 11. 
363 Johns, Van Scriver, Rollins, "Yel low" 16. 
364 The same holds true for Green Arrow long before his separat ed body and sou l meet in heaven. 
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multiple Jordans are visible, a different man for a different moment. Each one is free of 
any past or future, unbound from time or space, yet able to interact with any other 
panel at the discretion of the reader. Certain comics have toyed with this break from 
normal sequence, like Walt Simonson' s Fantastic Four #352, called "as radical a comic as 
Marvel ever put out" by Time magazine critic Andrew D. Arnold.365 In that story, a battle 
between two time-traveling characters hop-scotches around the various pages, out of 
sequence with those characters moving through time ordinarily. Simonson's attempt 
only pits two time sequences against each other: What about completely decoupling 
sequential panels from chronological time, allowing each panel and each second to 
stand alone and unique? 
With strict sequentiality replaced by aevum, the comic book page may bear 
more of a resemblance to the afterlife sought by Russell than it does to real life. Both 
individual moments and all time are available at once. These two separate designs are 
available to the vigilant and aware, a group Delbanco is desperate to expand. Moreover, 
when regarded in this way, the medium offers a model to readers for their selfhoods: 
people may not be who they were a moment ago, nor will they be in the afterlife as they 
were on Earth. Jordan's Trials provide the in itial steps that readers can take further. 
Readers can view their own lives as both continuous and multiple without contradiction; 
365 Arnold, Andrew D. "When the Fantastic Four Lived Up to Their Name." Time.com March 28, 2001. 
Accessed on June 28, 2001 at 
<http://www.time.com/time/co lumnist/arnold/ article/0,9565,104312,00.html>. 
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it is merely the difference of regarding t hei r lives in te rms of a co mics page rath er than a 
ceaselessly unspooling movie . One can live what Russell sees as the existence of heaven: 
"The kingdom has already come: heaven is now. More fully, it is both now and also not 
yet." 366 Temporality and eternity need not be mutually exclusive, exemplified by these 
comics and obtainable in readers' lives. 
Instead of society having lost the capacity to appreciate heaven and to be wary 
of Satan and evil, Russell and Delbanco have overlooked the temporal flexibility that a 
verbal-and-visual medium like comics can provide readers for discerning other 
existences. Language alone may fail in communicating the afterlife, either because 
mortal language is incomplete or because deconstructionism have made words so 
suspect and fragmented. However, Russell's metaphorical ontology for heaven can be 
restored and appreciated via sensitivity to sequential art, particularly storylines that 
emphasize the need to push for new outlooks on spiritual freedom. Applying the 
perspective of a comics reader negotiating in the medium's aevum to one's own life 
grants its own independence from the constraints Russell and Delbanco fear. 
Attempting to live free, as both a unified temporal and multiple non-temporal 
being, partly depends on attaining the frame of mind suggested by the elements of 
Jordan's Trials. It will also depend, as the next chapter details, on one's perspective of 
reality and, in particular, the real ity of those around him or her. 
366 Ru ssell, History 42. 
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Chapter 3: Complexities of Character in Fantastic Four: Hereafter 
The previous chapter examined the many existences of Hal Jordan, whether as a 
human test pilot, a superhuman galactic hero, a renegade demi-god, a penitent spirit, or 
a spiritual force of God. The proper name "Jordan" was used to refer to the character 
regardless of his form or state of existence. By repeatedly calling these distinctly 
different experiences of reality "Jordan," my writing might imply that the core of the 
character remains unchanged-that nothing significant (or significant enough) changes 
for the reader to regard, say, Parallax-Jordan as a different character from Spectre-
Jordan. The comics themselves seem to assume the same man lies at the heart of these 
roles, yet they also want to suggest that the character is dynamic and changing. Thus an 
understanding of Jordan and other superheroes moving through the afterlife requires 
the reader to adopt a peculiar concept for character, one that belies the two traditional 
camps for the concept of character in literature, the structuralist and the humanist. 
The assumption that the character remains "Jordan" at the heart of all these 
depictions requires some peculiar modifications to what most modern readers may 
consider a stable character. This flexibility itself should not be surprising, since, in the 
words of rel igion scholar Karen Armstrong, "One of the peculiar characteristics of the 
human mind is its ability to have ideas and experiences that exceed our conceptual 
grasp," so the borders of language have to be continually renegotiated in order to allow 
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room for notions that might norma lly violate them.367 Certainly, a man (albeit a 
superpowered one) returning as a sp irit from purgatory and becoming a force of God 
qualifies as something that might normally "exceed our conceptual grasp." More 
precisely, a character who undergoes this massive transformation and redefinition 
prompts some thought as to how t he concept of character itself operat es. When a 
reader accepts that the character Jordan was while alive is still the character Jordan is 
while operating as the Spectre (i.e. one continues to call this fictional person "Jordan" ), 
then the concept of character has already been expanded to include situations that take 
place beyond the body and beyond what is considered mortal experience. Moreover, 
since the actual flesh or corpse of Hal Jordan exists somewhere other than in purgatory 
or within the penumbra of the Spectre, the character we are calling "Jordan" exists as 
such without having to inhabit his body. Consistent with religion and philosophy scholar 
David R. Crownfield's suggested usage of the transpersonal, 368 a reader may identify 
Jordan by his psyche or soul rather than his flesh. In short, to continue reading and 
interpreting a character like Jordan as a character, audiences must be open, consciously 
or not, to transpersonal, non-normative versions of that literary concept. A character 
need not be alive nor in his original, mortal body nor on the human plane of existence-
all considered givens by most factions of literary theory-in order to continue 
367 Armstrong, Ka ren. The Case for God. New York: Anchor Books, 2010. xiv. 
368 Crownfie ld, David R. "The Self Beyond Itself: Hermeneutics and Transpersonal Experience. " Journa l of 
the American Academy of Religion 47 .2 (J une 1979) : 252 . 
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functioning as a character. 
Th is violation of what normally applies to character leads one to question what is 
meant by character and why it must be modified to operate in a posthumous setting like 
the superhero afterlife subgen re . Genre t heorist John Frow calls character "perhaps the 
most problematic and the most undertheorized of the basic categories of narrative 
theory."369 Many readers assume they know what a character is because they likewise 
assume that they know what a person is; for them, a character is simply a textual 
version of a person. A number of critics and theorists, however, consider that too na"ive 
an explanation, raising the text to the level of reality rather than acknowledging it as a 
linguistic construction. For this second group, a character is 'built' from a number of 
structures identifiable and analyzable in the text itself. These two approaches, 
humanism and structuralist narratology, respectively, have come to little consensus on 
the nature of character. Narratology and structuralism in general hold that character is 
built upon a number of linguistic events that, when taken together, give the reader a 
sense of a character; humanism contends that there is more to a character than a 
catalogue of actions and that something essential and psychological lay at the 
unquantifiable core of a cha racte r. 
The structuralist and humanist literary models leave a number of unanswered 
questions. Frow says character "is both ontologica lly and methodologically ambivalent; 
369 Frow, John. "On Character." Poetics Today 7.2 {1986): 227. 
149 
and any attempt to resolve this ambivalence by t hinking cha racter either as merely the 
analogue of a person or as merely a textual function avoids coming to terms with the 
full complexity of the problem."370 The structurali st perspective t reats characters as if 
readers form no relationsh ip with them and engage in no form of identification with the 
protagonist, antagonist, or others emeshed in the plot. Conversely, as Frow suggests, 
the humanist perspective sentimentally gives these characters too much vitality, 
cloaking them in a loose, unmodeled penumbra to exist beyond the words and beyond 
the page. 
To remedy the structuralist/humanist impasse, literary theorist Alex Woloch 
constructs a model of character by means of a relational system-how characters yield 
space to other characters-in his book The One Vs. the Many. For Woloch, characters 
are neither structuralist collections nor humanist essences but battling players for the 
limited space that is the reader's attention . The character who draws the most 
attention, usually due to him or her also occupying the most discussion by the narrator, 
will likely emerge as the protagonist with all others being considered in terms of their 
relative space. But, Woloch's scenario lacks any consideration for transpersonal 
instances. Additionally, it overlooks concerns raised by multimedia expert Julian 
Murphet that the origins of the literary term character come from theater, and there 
should be an unease with using the term flat ly, regardless of media. By creatively 
37
° Frow 227. 
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combining the insights of Crownfield, Woloch, and Murphet, we can more accurately 
model the operations undertaken by readers to make characters in the superhero 
afterlife subgenre coherent. 
The group adventures of the Fantastic Four in their 2008 journey into the 
afterlife help reframe the concept of character. After reviewing the structuralists' and 
the humanists' views on character, I find that an alternative approach, the merging of 
Woloch's system with sensitivities to differences in media, allows both character and 
the afterlife setting to operate unhindered by issues of time and space. In weakening 
the compulsion to make heaven operate like Earth, analysis of narratives like Fantastic 
Four: Hereafter can talk about all manner of characters-the living, the dead, the 
bodily,371 the spiritual, and the immortal-all together without having to compromise 
one for the other. 
Views on Character 
If character is tied to readers' views of selfhood,372 as I argue, then Crownfield's 
suggested method for maintaining reader identification with a character who has 
moved beyond life or physical reality is quite useful: to address it from the 
hermeneutical perspective with less rigid interpretation of selfhood. To do so, 
371 For instance, it was likely an intended surprise to Green Arrow readers, as recounted in the previous 
chapter, that the character they were following was only a body, bereft of a soul. Meanwhile it takes 
Oliver Queen 's disembodied soul-which, curiously, may have been more easily accepted as a full-
functioning character-to offer that possibil ity and to sell, as it were, Green Arrow's legitimate status as a 
"Hollow" character. 
372 In addition to my address of selfhood in terms of genre in chapter one, I will return to further reify this 
linkage in chapter four and my conclusion. 
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Crownfield adapts the idea of the transpersonal from transpersonal psychology for 
religious studies and philosophy. A transpersonal scenario is when a mind, soul, or self 
takes part in an experience considered outside of its normal function; he writes, "This 
includes experiences of other spaces, other times, other subjectivities, paranormal 
powers, microscopic or macroscopic processes, and visions of or union with cosmic, 
universal, or transcendent reality." 373 The body, normally the anchor point for the 
concept of character and actions assigned to him or her, becomes less relevant as the 
consciousness or a less tangible representation of the character is given primacy. In 
other genres of fiction, when a character dreams, the actions of that dream are not 
assigned the same value as the actions undertaken physically and while awake; at the 
same time, the dreamer retains his or her status as a character even if engaged in 
mental actions that require no physical involvement. Dreams, hallucinations, or visions 
are the most common instances in which a character is granted a transpersonal status 
by readers, largely because these are instances that readers might recognize in their 
own lives and for their own senses of self. When engaged in narratives that involve an 
existence after death or on a spiritual, cosmological scale, readers must adopt a more 
pervasive transpersonal viewpoint lest the story cease making sense. 
Transpersonal character does not seem to fit with the structuralist narratological 
model since that model relies on discrete measurements of time and space at the 
373 Crownfield 248. 
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nucleus of its system. Narratologically, a physical text (e .g. a book, a film, a piece of art) 
is only the top layer of a largely structuralist, three-tier narrative system. As detailed in 
Mieke Bal's Narratology primer, a text is a narrator's whole and orderly presentation of 
a story; 374 in turn, stories are a series of events (i.e. changes performed by characters) as 
presented through particular viewpoints, approaches, and chronological 
arrangements.375 For example, one can find many different texts of Beowulf, not only 
because of variety in translations but also due to its publication in print, on the Internet, 
via film adaptations, as song, etc.376 These texts, in order to be identified as Beowulf, 
must share a story with certain critical events taking place, such as the hero Beowulf 
being summoned to slay the monstrous Grendel and its mother. However, it would be a 
different text as well as a different story to present these same events with Beowulf as a 
relentless force hunting a misunderstood Grendel, which was undertaken by John 
Gardner's 1971 text, the book Grendel. Though Gardner's Grendel and, say, the Robert 
Zemekis 2007 film Beowulf are separate texts with differing stories, they do share the 
same fabula: a set of definite events and locations over a time span.377 As the innermost 
core of a narrative, a fabula can prove to be generalizable. The elements378 of Beowulf 
and Grendel's fabula could overlap with that of the Ghostbusters film or television's The 
374 Bal 16. 
375 Bal 78-82. 
376 My conclusion will touch upon the relationship these different media versions, these iterations, have 
with each other and how that relationship might be employed usefully for considering real-life selfhoods. 
377 Bal177, 182. 
378 Elements is the term given by Bal to the components of a fabula (7, 182}, but it should not be confused 
with the same term defined in chapter one as the tell-tale signs of a pa rt icula r genre . 
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West Wing if the details are made vague and few enough (e.g. outsiders are called upon 
to help save a culture from menacing threats). Determining the events, spaces, and 
actors-not yet full-fledged characters- that are essent ial to the narrative makes the 
level of fabula worthwhile for discerning how a narrative functions: What events must 
absolutely occur in order for this narrative to be discernible from other fabula? 
At the level of fabula, there are no characters, only actors. Only once a narrative 
is discussed in terms of story do these actors-merely, says Bal, "agents that perform 
actions"379 -take on recognizable characteristics. Until that time, they are formless 
proxies, unmarked by motivation, contexts, or proper names.380 They work in tandem 
with events, time, and location as the vital elements of a fabula in which each is 
considered as broadly as possible. The fabula of Hamlet does not take place in Denmark 
or even simply a castle but, rather, just a zone that the text and story will define. 
Likewise, Hamlet's fabula neither takes place in the 16th century nor across a span of 
years; instead, it only acknowledges that the events in which actors engage happen in a 
succession. Time must pass, even infinitesimal ly, for things to change, the basic 
definition of a narratological event. That is, change by an actor and/or in the location is 
what defines a narratological event. The actors-again, not yet cha racters-may be 
grouped in terms of distinct actants, classes of actors who share certa in relations and 
379 Bal 5. 
380 Notably, actors are also unmarked by species or even consciousness. Bal stipulat es that "a dog, a 
mach ine, could act as an acto r. [ .. . M]ore often than not a character resembles a human being and an 
actor need not necessarily do so," though that does not preclude non-hu man characters, either {114). 
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utilities.381 Before they are Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, Hamlet's two friends likely 
emerge from the same actant as Horatio, namely the subordinate classmates of the 
central actor to whom they appear helpfully allied. (Actually, how one comes to 
characterize Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, as being loyal to Hamlet or loyal to Claudius 
and Gertrude, may alter the relationship and actants assigned to them at the level of 
tabula.) This method of sorting actors by actant class is a hallmark of formalist Vladimir 
Propp's structural analysis of folk tales382 and semiotician Algirdas Julien Greimas's 
reconstructions of Lithuanian mythologies.383 Medievalist and comics scholar Jason 
Tondro has also attempted a similar manner of boiling down superhero actants in his 
digital Field Guide to Superheroes, though his aim is to translate the actors into efficient 
use for role-playing games, not to address the comics narratives themselves.384 
Actors become fleshed out, as it were, as characters at the level of story, but 
they remain constructions, human-like figures or representations. "Characters resemble 
people," reminds Bal, and that resemblance often comes to overshadow character as a 
function: 
They are fabricated creatures made up from fantasy, imitation, memory: paper 
381 Bal 196-208. 
382 Propp, Vladimir. Morphology of the Folktale. Austin: University of Texas Press, 1968. 
383 Greimas, Algirdas. Of Gods and Men: Studies in Lithuanian Mythology. Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1992. 
384 Tondro, Jason. Field Guide to Superheroes. Riverside, CA: Vigilance Press, 2010-2011. RPGnow.com. 
Web. August 8, 2011. The role playing of superhero characters may highlight an overlooked aspect of 
genre: whereas RPGs al low audiences ("players" ) to inhabit the characters, genre allows, in a manner of 
speaking, the reverse -characters to inhabit read ers or, at least, readers' models of se lfhood. 
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people, without flesh and blood. That no satisfying coherent theory of character 
is available is probably precisely because of this human aspect. The character is 
not a human being, but it resembles one. It has no real psyche, personality, 
ideology, or competence to act, but it does possess characteristics which make 
psychological and ideological descriptions possible. Character is intuitively the 
most crucial category of narrative, and also most subject to projection and 
fallacies.385 
The mistake made by most readers-imbuing characters with a psychology, a 
personality, an ideology based on the information offered by the narrator-comes from 
two sources. At the level of story, at least, blame can be laid at the feet of narrative's 
treatment by fellow literary critics, says J. Hillis Miller. An expert will talk about 
characters as if the characters had a life off the page, an unadultered, unacknowledged 
humanist approach to literary analysis precluding the narratologically post-structural. 
Miller feels that such critics wield a measure of authority that influences the way 
readers come to regard a character, namely as an independent being from the story or 
text . However, critics themselves have been "contaminated by the narrator's language," 
giving this unseen voice from the text even greater authority. 386 The narrator, whether 
an impersonal third-person voice or a voice tied to one of the characters, treats the 
characters as whole and real, therefore the critic and the reader tend to do so as well . 
385 BalllS. 
386 Miller, Ariadne's 30. 
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Yet, the narrator itself has no real ity and no authori ty beyond that reflex ive ly given by 
the reader. Why trust in an unseen voice, an unknown quantity, that all these other 
figures should be taken as real and whole? The answer likely lays in readers wanting to 
believe in these characters, to be given license to invest in these literary f igures that 
resemble selfhoods the read ers hold for themselves, and an abetting narrator is the 
easiest means by which to perpetuate that investment. 
To rely on the narrator for some confirmation of characters' reality is doubly a 
mistake since the narrator is as fictional a personage for the text as any character is for 
the story. Even if the work purports to be non-fiction itself (i.e. historical, biographical, 
legal, etc.L the narrator is an artificial concept. Narrators are often confused, says Bal, 
with the "implied author" or some manner of storyteller,387 when they are, even moreso 
than characters, a function or agent of the text.388 They signal both that a reader is at 
the level of text, rather than story or fabula, and that all three are in the process of 
being communicated-of being narrativized. All texts need some manner of implied 
narrator, regardless of medium, to denote the process of communication, and for 
written narratives, narrators are the voice through which the words are communicated 
to a reader. Elsewhere, I have argued that there may be more than one narrator or 
"narrative agent" at work in a comic book389-one for the communication of verbal 
387 Bal18. 
388 Bal 16. 
389 Lewis, A. David. "The Shape of Comic Book Reading." Studies in Comics 1.1 (April 2010): 71-81 . 
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information and one for the transmission of visual in formation-but that makes each 
narrator no more real in terms of flesh-and-blood existence. The narrator is one 
"powerful illusion" that endorses what Miller calls the "second illusion," that of 
character.390 Readers anthropomorphize the narrator just as the narrator 
anthropomorphizes the characters. 
Roland Barthes's seminal 5/Z maintains Sal's narratological concept of character, 
except instead of a focus on the fabula elements of an actor's events in time and 
location, he emphasizes the lingu istic formation of a character. Characters, in essence, 
are built by a text. References to a character, actions committed by him or her, and 
evidence of his or her existence in the narrative create character, says Barthes, as "a 
product of combinations" or semes.391 In his examination of 5/Z, literary theorist 
Andrew Scheiber highlights that Barthes's construction of these character "semes" 
liberates the notion from its narratological dependencies: "A character is t hus a set of 
intersecting terms which exists in a medium of semantics and syntax rather than time 
and space."392 Characters-as-semes reimagines them as fields or systems rather than an 
inventory of actions tethered to traditional space and time. Something, after all, seems 
lost in narratology's highly structural conception of character, what The One Vs. the 
390 Miller, Ariadne's 95. 
391 Barthes, Ro land. 5/Z. Trans. Richard Miller. New York: Hill and Wang, 1974. 67. 
392 Scheiber, Andrew J. "Sign, Seme, and the Psychological Character: Some Th oughts on Roland Barthes' 
'S/Z' and the Realistic Novel." The Journa l of Narrative Technique 21.3 (Fall1991}: 264, my emphasis. 
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Many author Alex Woloch calls "the exclusion of the human from narratology." 393 
Though Bal's narratology allows for non-human actors and characters, it conversely 
precludes any sense of selfhood, soul, or other intangible qualities that make humans 
human. The implication from narratology is that there is nothing universal, nothing that 
needs to be at the core of a character in order to be convincingly human. In a sort of 
structuralist Turing test, if a character acts human enough, then the character is to be 
considered human (or, at the very least, representing a human). Barthes's model is 
lauded by Frow as an opportunity to build humanity back into characters. The seme, 
says Frow, maintains some outline or trace of its subject even if all the structural 
elements have been removed. Take Hamlet but erase all his actions and all references to 
him-something still remains in the name "Hamlet." Frow feels Barthes's notion of 
semes allows for this "residue-effect, the illusion of plenitude conveyed by the proper 
name, but seeks to explain the quasi-autonomy of fictional subjects in terms of the 
codes that constitute it and the texts that traverse it."394 Frow and later Scheiber 
encourage critics to allow for some ephemeral aspect of character through Barthes's 
semic approach without having to disavow a structuralist approach entirely. 
Theorists like Frow, Scheiber, and Woloch acknowledge, however, that Barthes's 
method is not itself enough to settle the matter of character between structuralists and 
393 Woloch, Alex. The One Vs. the Many: Minor Characters and the Space of the Protagonist in the Novel. 
Princeton, N.J. : Princeton University Press, 2003. 16. 
394 Frow 231. 
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humanists . There still remains, says Frow, "the tied dichotomy of humanist plenitude 
and structuralist reduction ."395 Structuralist narratological views may cut too much 
away, whereas humanistic views of character leave too much sentimentally or naively 
unaccounted . In short, the humanistic view has characters reflect what its proponents 
wish to see of real-life persons: unified, driven, complex, and passionate minds that are 
irreducible to simple categories and roles. Frow contends that this standpoint is shared 
by the likes of Jon Stuart Mill and Alexander Pope in their writings that "underlie the 
humanist understanding of literary character as the representation of autonomous, 
unified and self-identical subjects."396 Such a pure and positive view of humanity, much 
less narrative characters, reads as jejune if not outright crude, especially in a modern 
context-"as if we still lived in a cozy Edwardian world in which art held a mirror to life, 
and the codes which inscribe and evoke experience exerted an unambiguous and 
unproblematical authority," snarks Scheiber.397 Literary critic Quentin G. Kraft 
enumerates the four shortcomings levied at humanistic readings of character. First, 
there is "a pride of species," the holding of the human creature above all other natural 
creations.398 Second, in what Barthes called "the disease of thinking in essences," 399 
humanistic narratology simultaneously sees a character as a member of some great 
395 Frow 231. 
396 Frow 228. 
397 Scheiber 262. 
398 Kraft, Quentin G. "On Character in the Novel: William Beatty Warner versus Samuel Richardson and 
the Humanists." College English 50.1 (Jan., 1988), 37. 
399 qtd in Kraft 38. 
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human commun ity while also seeing him or her as wholly unique and distinct. Only on a 
case-by-case, subjective basis is the 'truer' of those two positions determined. This 
peculiar notion of essences is also part of the third critique of humanism, namely the 
"anti-historical bias" of essence wherein what one ultimately becomes is regarded as 
what the character was always destined to be.400 To say that it was always in Odysseus's 
essence to return to Telemachus and Penelope is both to ignore that one already knew 
the conclusion of The Odyssey before making that statement and to disregard all of 
Odysseus's time away from them. Finally, Kraft echoes Scheiber's snipe with the fourth 
criticism of humanism, namely "a sneaking love of authority. Anyone who thinks in 
essences must, it is implied, be a defender of the status quo, things just as they are."401 
If a character were as wholly autonomous as humanist critics may like to see him or her, 
then the character has no real need for the community to which his or her essence may 
be fastened . 
Woloch shares a distaste for the vapidness of structuralist character but devises 
his own system as a response to humanism rather than embracing it . Instead of 
considering characters singly, Woloch puts them all in relation to each other. Bal notes 
that "relations with others also help to build the image of a character,"402 but these 
similarities or contrasts only supplement her overall narratological system. Woloch 
40
° Kraft 39. 
401 Kraft 40. 
402 Bal 125. 
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makes these engagements between characters the basis of his system. All novels, he 
says, pay more attention and spend more time developing certain characters than 
others. This "asymmetric structure of characterization"403 signals to readers who the 
main characters are-particularly who the protagonists are-and which characters are 
merely incidental. Woloch credits Tzvetan Todorov-working from an admittedly 
structuralist perspective-with recognizing both how lopsided characters' portrayals 
must be and how the characters favored by a novel may suggest that book's overall 
ideology.404 Even in the most democratic of works, not all characters can be written 
equally or given the same levels of complexity and depth. In her review of Woloch, Jane 
Austin scholar Deidre Lynch is reminded of an episode from the work of novelist Jasper 
Fforde : one of Fforde's characters is aware of her own fictionality, that she only exists in 
a book. The character describes a disastrous instance when all the characters were given 
totally equal treatment: the result was an unreadable, nearly nonsensical, "boojumed" 
mess.405 Woloch sees all characters as engaged in a skirmish for space, for the reader's 
attention, and numerous supernumeraries must retreat to the background in order for 
rich and dynamic heroes to emerge.406 David A. Brewer, the author of The Afterlife of 
Character, explains in a review of Woloch's book that "however expansive a given novel 
403 Woloch 30. 
404 Woloch 123. 
405 Lynch, Deidre. "Reviewed Work(s): The One vs. the Many: Minor Characters and the Space of the 
Protagonist in the Novel by Alex Woloch." Victorian Studies 47.2, Papers from the Second Annual 
Conference of the North American Victorian Studies Association (Winter, 2005) : 281 . 
406 Woloch 177. 
162 
may be, most of its inhabitants w ill end up squished."407 The t rain conductor to 
Hogwarts cannot be explored in the same depth as Harry Potter, nor can the Green 
Knight occupy more attention than Sir Gawain. 
Notably, Woloch is not arguing that the character with the most pages dedicated 
to him or her is the most important character. Instead, summarizes Brewer, it is a "ratio 
of surface to depth."408 The space Woloch is evaluating is the "distributed field of 
attention,"409 the way in which a character crowds out others. In a sense, Woloch has 
built upon Barthes's notion of seme fields: for Barthes, characters were the linguistic 
space they formed, but for Woloch, they are the attention the relational space they 
occupy demands from a reader. A reader may be initially intrigued by the alien 
behaviors of the native Africans in Joseph Conrad's Heart of Darkness, but Kurtz, in 
fittingly colonizing fashion, crowds them out. The immensity of his presence in the eyes 
of other characters, particularly Marlow and the narrator, causes him to dominate the 
"character-system" of the novel. Each character for Woloch is a "character-space" that 
may run counter to readers' inclinations.41° Characters do not simply exist in a web with 
each other, but they constitute the web itself, and there are larger, more intricate 
407 Brewer, David A. "Reviewed Work(s) : The One vs. the Many: Minor Characters and the Space of the 
Protagonist in the Novel by Alex Woloch ." Comparative Literature 58.1 (Winter, 2006) : 83. 
408 Brewer 84. 
409 Woloch 17. 
410 Woloch 41. 
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segments of the web with which the reader will be entangled in lieu of other, stringier 
ones. 
Woloch's critics, in general, applaud him for reinvigorating the consideration of 
character, though his scope may have been limited . That is, he succeeds in reimagining 
both the rigid structuralist dissection of character and the loose humanist 
empowerment of character as, in his own words, "a living organism, in a kind of 
supreme aesthetic entelechy." 411 Characters are not frozen lists of linguistic instances or 
a flowing magic created by language but an ever-fluctuating mass finding its final state. 
The web-like character-system resembles more, in my mind, a heaving jellyfish, jerking 
and lunging in all manner of direction with its shifting intestines. The sac-like skin of the 
jellyfish always forms its boundary-the narrative remains within its front and back 
covers-but its internal space is constantly renegotiated by shrinking and ballooning 
organs (characters).412 As Lynch points out, Woloch emphasizes the ideologies in which 
the character-systems operate-what organs are considered legitimate to vie for space. 
"Woloch grants novel readers a new language to describe our strange affective 
attachments to that latter group," the appendices and the sphincters, the odd and 
endearing secondary or background characters whose spaces have been curtailed.413 
411 Woloch 11. 
412 Less organically, feminist theologian Hellene Tallon Russell uses the image of "an old-fashioned 
tinkertoy set" as a similar model for readers' selfhoods (246); using malleable dowels and a variety of 
interlocking shapes, this model better captures the application of character on readers as will be detailed 
in the following chapter. 
413 Lynch 281. 
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And while this language of character-systems may be useful, it may also prove limited: 
akin to Scheiber's criticism of Barthes with Honore Balzac,414 Lynch warns that Woloch 
has only applied his theory to well-known nineteenth-century authors like Balzac, Jane 
Austin, and Charles Dickens.415 Lynch sees Woloch's sampling as being acutely 
concerned with class relations already, making his claim for character-systems revealing 
ideologies partially suspect.416 Moreover, notes Brewer, Woloch entirely bypasses any 
complications that may have arisen from how the novels were packaged. "What 
difference, I wonder, does it make for a reader's impression of the character-system in 
Great Expectations to have read the novel in its initial weekly installments in All the Year 
Round, rather than in the Penguin paperback that Woloch uses?"417 Woloch's theory is 
compelling, but it is untested outside the nineteenth-century novel, and it largely 
disregards any effects of media. 
The importance of media, stresses Multimedia Modernism author Julian 
Murphet, cannot be overstated for character, since it is originally an intermedial 
concept. Woloch portrays character as a crucial question of modern literary theory, but 
Murphet traces its debate back to Aristotle. Character, says Murphet channeling 
Aristotle, is inexorably linked to plot, the vital events of a tale, with the two pushing and 
414 Schieber 263-264. 
415 Lynch 282. 
416 Lynch 281. 
417 Brewer 85. 
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pulling in a dialectic that powers the entire narrative.418 That form of narrative and 
character, though, was considered in terms of the theatrical stage, not written text or 
the centuries-hence novel. "[W]hat is at stake here actually concerns certain differences 
between media and forms," says Murphet, demonstrating how the concept of character 
has bounced between numerous media (e.g. stage, written text, film, etc.) with little 
regard for modifying its understanding in each context.419 He credits playwright August 
Stringberg and Barthes with separately rethinking character both in terms of the 
medium in which it is employed and away from the strictures of the structuralists' 
"sheerly adventitious clash or jumble of codes."420 While Murphet's view is congruent 
with Frow's reading of Barthes (i.e. that some "residuum or indivisible remainder" of 
character must exist after everything categorizable, "the actantial, semic and Named 
aspects," are removed), 421 Murphet also shows a clear preference for what he feels is a 
purer form of character in theater above, say, print or film . He says, "The theatre is the 
privileged space in which this dilemma can be adequately theorized [ .. .for its being] a 
realm of radical potentiality";422 with live actors playing the roles, even scripted 
characters have an immediacy and freedom that film characters, totally fixed in time 
and choices, lack. Film contains this "irremediableness of narrative time" that distances 
418 Murphet, Julian. "Character and Event." SubStance 36.2.113, The Future of Anarchism (2007): 106. 
419 Murphet 111. 
420 Murphet 110. 
421 Murphet 112-113. 
422 Murphet 113. 
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its characters, in Murphet's view, from its roots.423 Character should be active, not 
frozen. 
Without dismissing the insights of narratology, employing a version of Woloch's 
character-system laced with Murphet's medial sensitivities provides a tool for the 
analysis of comics' superhero afterlife genre that reveals additional suppositions buried 
in the concept of character. Additionally, Frow acknowledges what both my previous 
chapters have maintained but neither Bal, Woloch, nor Murphet say explicitly: that 
character is partly fashioned by a relationship to selfhood for readers and creators alike. 
Writers like Helen Cixous, says Frow, recognize that characters become further imbued 
with meaning in a text when a reader sees himself or herself in them and the characters' 
world as resembling his or her own.424 In discussing literary theorist Leo Bersani, Frow 
further widens the usage of a Woloch-Murphet character-system by noting Bersani's 
"political stakes and effects involved in the scattering of the self."425 That is, if a 
character takes shape in its webbed relationship to other characters (Woloch) and its 
jostling between scripted and potential interactions (Murphet), then one could infer 
that there are multiple pieces at work in any one character, and multiple pieces 
constantly reshaping a character may point to the same process taking place for one's 
own self. Even structuralists liks Algirdas Greimas grant that there are any number of 
423 Murphet 114. 
424 Frow 235-23 6. 
425 Frow 236. 
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components or "facets" that form a composite character.426 By moving the discussion to 
another medium, comics, with a genre focused, as I have argued, on selfhood, this 
modified Woloch-Murphet character system opens critical discussion as to what the 
visual representations of characters express in tandem with the verbal. Character-space 
is matched with characters in a space, since the comics medium largely requires that 
character be seen, occupy a panel, and, depending on the style of the artist, dominate 
some portion of that panel. Any homogeneity either presumed by Woloch or flatly 
assigned to the undifferentiated fiction-ness of the narrative can be usefully divided by 
means of the visuality of comics. Respective levels of reality, not just narratological 
embeddedment or discourse, can be discerned, and the presumptions that undergird 
both narrative character and personal selfhood can be prioritized and assessed. Readers 
can be freed to juxtapose and challenge their own notions of selfhood against 
refashioned, reopened character-ness. 
The Fantastic Four & Hereafter 
Since their debut in 1961 as the first official title from Marvel Comics, the 
Fantastic Four have generally consisted of Reed Richards, his wife Susan Richards (nee 
Storm), her younger brother Johnny Storm, and their long-time friend Ben Grimm. 
Together, the four embark into outer space on one of Reed's experimental rockets, only 
for the craft's inadequate shielding to fail to protect them from a sea of cosmic rays just 
426 Murphet 111. 
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outside Earth's orbit. Crashing back to Earth, the team emerges with rema rka ble powers 
and immediately pledges to put them towards the betterment of humanity. Reed gains 
the elastic ability to stretch and contort his body even further than his already-genius 
mind and takes on the moniker Mr. Fantastic. Sue, first operating under the name the 
Invisible Girl before becoming the Invisible Woman, finds she can manipulate light 
waves, making any object imperceptible to the naked eye and erecting invisible force 
fields. Matching his feisty, youthful temperament, Johnny becomes the Human Torch, 
with the power to fly and control fire both coming from and encompassing his body 
without harm to his person. Lastly, Ben turns into the super-strong and near-
invulnerable Thing at the cost of his physical appearance: he becomes a monstrous rock-
creature.427 Though temporary replacements have stood in as each founding member 
has taken a leave of absence, gone missing, quit the team, gone into a failed retirement, 
or died (temporarily), the original four, affectionately shorthanded "the FF," have 
continued in their adventures as one of Marvel's preeminent superteams for over fifty 
years.428 
Starting in August of 2002, award-winning creator Mark Waid became the latest 
writer of The Fantastic Four and teamed up with popular artist Mike "'Ringo" Wieringo 
427 Lee, Stan (w}, and Jack Kirby (a) . Fantastic Four 1 (August 1961}. 
428 Though Ben is not related by blood, he is considered a family member by the rest of the team, having 
been named godfather for Reed and Sue's son Franklin Benjamin Richards and the inspiration for the 
boy's middle name. 
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to refresh the lagging series.429 After having purchased trading card company Fleer and 
a controlling stake in toy manufacturer Toy Biz in the early 1990s, Marvel Entertainment 
Group (the parent company of Marvel Comics) declared bankruptcy in 1996 due to a 
number of setbacks, primary among them the bursting of the comic industry's 
speculator-driven "bubble."430 Renamed Marvel Entertainment, the company 
reorganized and emerged from bankruptcy in 1998,431 concurrent with the release of 
the surprise hit film Blade based on one of its characters. Marvel Studios, the new film 
branch of Marvel Entertainment, also scored a hit with its second property X-Men in 
2000 and then the blockbuster Spider-Man movie in 2001.432 Having regained 
profitability and traction with its characters, Marvel Entertainment looked to recuperate 
some of its print titles, chief among them Fantastic Four. Attempts to breathe new life 
into the FF had been tried in the late 1990s with the "Heroes Reborn" and "Heroes 
Return" storylines that stripped away decades of what comics readers call continuity, 
the fictional histories and adventures of the characters that could not be contradicted 
by newer events.433 Award-winning comic book writer and commentator Marv Wolfman 
notes, though, that the FF characters continued to stagnate over this time period. Issues 
featured recurring nemeses, and, says Wolfman, 
429 Illustrator Howard Porter briefly relieved 'Ringo as the series artist for a six-issue stint, issues #503-508 
collected in the Authoritative Action collection. 
430 Rhoades, Shirrel. A Complete History of American Comic Books. New York : Peter Lang, 2008. 152. 
431 Raviv, Dan. Comic Wars . New York: Broadway Books, 2002 . 233-234. 
432 Rhoades 163. 
433 Rhoades 138. 
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nobody was doing anything original with those characters when they did show 
up. The FF became the dictionary definit ion of ennui. [ ... ]Here and there 
someone would do something special for a month or three, but, in general, it 
was still the same-a, same-a. Writers in the 90s were badly replicating stories 
from the 60s and 70s. The FF became a tenth generation Xerox.434 
Likening Waid to comics legends like Alan Moore and Frank Miller, Wolfman credits the 
writer with revitalizing the series and the characters. Wolfman's view became shared by 
many, including PopMatters reviewer Ryan Brown who said that "Waid's accomplished 
something quite rare in any artistic medium/' a sci-fi series entertaining to all ages yet 
still true to the original characters dating back to 1961.435 
With 'Ringo's art, Waid revamped Fantastic Four beginning with issue #489,436 
focusing on their place within the superhero genre in the reader's experience. The 
debut issue of Waid and 'Ringo has a cover price of only nine cents to lure in both new 
and lapsed readers as well as to counter the ten-cent promotional price of a recent 
434 Marv Wolfman, "What Th--? Exclamations from the Wolf-Manor: Waid-ing Th ro ugh The Fantastic 
Four." Comics Bulletin. 2003 . Accessed August 16, 2011 at 
<http://www. com icsb u lleti n. com/wolfma n/ 106901426342 778. htm>. 
435 Brown, Ryan . "Fantastic Four Issues #60-64." PopMatters. February 6, 2003. Accessed on August 16, 
2011 at < http:/ /www.popmatters.com/pm/review/fantastic-four-60-64>. 
436 This issue was also numbered #60 due to the title's new volume and numbering system beginning in 
1998. Waid's run, though, marked a return to the original numbering started in 1961. This weaning off the 
new number system, in turn, implied a return to 'classic' FF stories. 
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successful Batman issue.437 The issue begins with a team of public relations 
professionals familiarizing themselves with the Fantastic Four's origin story. Their 
company has been hired to renew the team's flagging image (e.g. the main P.R. exec 
says, "Their licensing revenue is down twenty-two percent from last year, Wizard 
Magazine hasn't hot-picked their comic for months ... Vanity Fair passed on a Ben Grimm 
interview, and last week, Howard Stern bumped Johnny Storm for Danny Bonaduce. Let 
me repeat that: Danny Bonaduce."). A Public Relations exec acquaints his employees 
with the FF's history by means of projecting panels from Fantastic Four #1 onto the 
screen in their conference room.438 (See Figure 3.1.) Already, Waid and 'Ringo are 
playing a double game, having illustrated characters (the P.R. team) treat other 
illustrated images (the projected Fantastic Four #1 panels) as a medium and reality 
separate of themselves. That is, the P.R. team likely sees the projections as two-
dimensional illustrations439 and themselves as three-dimensional flesh and blood. In 
order to make sense of these scenes, the reader, too, has to register the images of the 
FF as somehow less real than the P.R. team . 
Even as differing levels of reality must be assigned to the art, the dialogue 
437 Radford, Bill. "Marvel Unveils New Creative Team in 9-Cent 'Fantastic Four' Issue." The (Colorado 
Springs) Gazette. July 21, 2002. Accessed on August 16, 2011 at 
<http:/ /find a rticl es.co m/p/a rticles/m i_ q n4191/is _20020721/ a i_n 10006335/>. 
438 Waid, Mark (w), Mike Wieringo (p), and Karl Kesel (i). " Inside Out." Fantastic Four 3, no. 60 (October 
2002) : 1-2. 
439 These illustrations were drawn by 'Ringo and were not in the style of Jack Kirby's original work on 
1961's Fantastic Four #1. Moreover, only a filter resembling newsprint textures denotes the images of the 
FF as coming from a com ic book issue and then projected on to a screen. 
- because their bodies had 
been mllfaf~d bcJ the radltlf/oll -
freoJdshltJ lral!sfomtlld 
Still, in a way 
r co.nnot even J11rg/11 to 
fathom, they turned traglldv into 
trlump/1, From that day forward, 
Richards al1d hfs friends beqat'l 
1/IW 1/viG ••• and as o.ftlmHv o.ruJ 
o.lu~ ushered it'! what we. kl1ow 
lodll!l o.s the A91 of Marvlls. 
Figure 3.1. Waid and 'Ringo begin their reintroduction to the Fantastic Four with an 
image of an image, the PR executive displaying a projection from the Fantastic Four 
comic-in a Fantastic Four comic (Waid, Wieringo, and Kesel, "Inside Out" 1). 
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shrewdly pushes the reader to merge his own reality with that of the FF's fictional 
world. Marvel had suffered a sales set-back with the Fantastic Four characters and 
I 
Wizard Magazine, a rea l-world publication, had overlooked Fantastic Four for some 
time; those details, found in the reality of the reader, are placed on par with Vanity Fair 
and The Howard Stern Show-a lso real-life products, along with Fantastic Four #1 
itself-snubbing the characters in a realistic fashion. Within the first two pages of the 
issue, the FF are placed within a real-world celebrity context while the comic art 
attempts to create a distance between certain levels of illustration . Both the comic's 
method and its story work to suggest that the FF are more like a real, everyday family 
than they are like the stereotypical superhero. By the issue's end, Shertzer, the P.R. man 
assigned to the FF, concludes, "These guys aren't super heroes. [ ... ]They're astronauts. 
They're envoys. Adventurers . Explorers."440 Shertzer's boss dubs them " imaginauts,"441 
human connections between fantastic ideas and places, and they also serve that role for 
the audience in drawing readers into the comic's diegesis. 
Waid and 'Ringo' s first issue also acquaints readers with a new perspective on FF 
team leader Reed Richards. Reed's image as a genius scientist, team leader, responsible 
family man, and world pioneer are largely maintained . Reed has the FF, as part of a 
"Sunday drive," enter the interdimensional Leviaverse to check on the revolutionary 
probe he left there; he brings back an out-of-this-world "macroatom" as a gift for his 
440 Wa id, Wieringo, and Kese l, " Inside Out " 28. 
441 Waid, Wieringo, and Kese l, " Inside Out" 1. 
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son Franklin; and he turns down an invitation from Cause Cerebral, a global think-tank 
of geniuses, to attend its prestigious annual event. Thinking his brother-in-law had been 
snubbed by Cause Cerebral, Johnny rails and contests that Reed's mind is legendary: 
I'm not the sharpest tack, but I'm smart enough to know that a mind like Reed 's 
comes along maybe once every hundred years. I don't see any of those 
highbrows [ ... ] decoding alien languages or rewriting Stephen Hawking. I don't 
hear about them discovering half the stuff Reed does. Is my brother-in-law 
weird? Heck, yeah. But that's the kinda weird that changes the world for the 
better, and we get the best seats in the house.442 
Sue defends Reed's reputation to Sherzter, saying her husband is "very humble"443 and 
"doesn't seem at all like Reed to be concerned with our ... l don't know ... celebrity." 444 
Yet, that is exactly what Reed has done by hiring Shertzer's firm-concerned himself 
with the team's celebrity-and he explains it as such to his wife. Reed wants to improve 
the FF's image because "popularity is mecurial, Sue. People like us who don't 
periodically reinvent ourselves are too quickly forgotten." Partly, Reed is correct and 
mirroring the real-world intentions of Waid. As Reed looks to revitalize the public image 
of the FF, so too is Waid attempting to do the same for Fantastic Four the comic book. 
Neither the man nor the character, though, aim to do it cosmetically. Waid has Shertzer 
442 Waid, Wieringo, and Kesel, "I nside Out" 22 . 
443 Waid, Wieringo, and Kesel, " Inside Out" 22. 
444 Waid, Wieringo, and Kesel, "Inside Out" 13. 
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deride a radical reimagining of the FF by his P.R. design artists who push for a look that 
is "widescreen, authoritative" and "to the extreme!"445 As Waid's metanarrative 
mouthpiece, Shertzer explains, "Maybe they've been around a while, but the only thing 
old about the FF ... is that they never stop taking us some place new." The characters' 
value is their ability to pioneer new ideas and concepts for the wider world. 
Reed's public motivation for buoying the FF's image differs from his private one, 
an innovation on the character by Waid . As he privately puts his baby daughter Valeria 
to sleep, Reed begins to tell her the FF's origin story, only to stop himself: "Once upon a 
time, there was a genius who-- a very bright man who--[ ... ] Once upon a time, there 
was a very arrogant man who did something very stupid."446 While Reed has displayed 
feelings of guilt for Ben's transformation into the monstrous Thing figure, Waid has 
Reed feel responsible for his entire family's well-being. In a sense, Reed wrests control 
of his own history back from the projected panels of the doubly fictional Fantastic Four 
#1; the comic viewed by the P.R. company is fictional both because it exists within Waid 
and 'Ringo's real-world publication Fantastic Four #489 and because it also features a 
perspective on the FF's origin with which Reed cannot agree.447 Had he installed proper 
shielding on the test-rocket, they would have returned to Earth none the worse for 
445 Waid, Wieringo, and Kesel, "Inside Out" 28. These adjectives, in all likelihood, double as criticisms of 
the popular comic book titles of the day featuring overblown figures, such as The Authority and X-treme X-
Men. 
446 Waid, Wieringo, and Kesel, " Inside Out" 29. 
447 Though it is outside the scope of this discussion, it is worth noting that corporate and public perception 
of Fantastic Four were at odds during Waid and 'Ringo's run, leading to Marvel briefly firing the two off 
the title before the fanbase cried foul and the creators were restored. 
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wear. Instead, in Reed's words, "he'd destroyed their lives. Thanks to him, they were 
fated to be freaks .. . lab specimens or worse." 448 By making the foursome popular 
superheroes-with garish costumes, absurd codenames, and public alter egos-he kept 
the populace from detesting them. Reed owes his family of teammates, he feels, for 
eliminating their chances at a normal life when they trusted in him. His solution, 
therefore, is to make them high-profile superheroes, says Reed, because "maybe by 
turning his friends into celebrities ... he could be forgiven for taking their normal lives 
away. [ ... ] Someday."449 Their roles as imaginauts are as much compensation by Reed as 
a proactive defense against persecution. 
This combination of familial responsibility and personal fallibility may be what 
chiefly distinguishes Reed from his arch-nemesis Victor Von Doom (a.k.a Dr. Doom). 
Though the villain debuted in 1962's Fantastic Four #5, 450 his origin story and his history 
with Reed would not be revealed until over a year later in Fantastic Four Annual #2. 
Prior to becoming the dictator of his Eastern European homeland Latveria, Doom was 
the orphan son of a gypsy healer who had been unable to cure the ruling Baron's ailing 
448 Waid, Wieringo, and Kesel, " Inside Out" 30. 
449 Waid, Wieringo, and Kesel, " Inside Out" 30. 
450 Interestingly, from his very first introduction, Doom frequently employed his own copies or alternates 
in the form of "Doombots." Employed in tasks that are either too menial or too dangerous for the man 
himself, the androids are programmed to resemble and act like Doom in every way save acknowledging 
their flesh-and-blood originator as their superior. Doom would even go so far as to force a copy of his 
mind upon the psyche of Latverian orphan boy Krystoff Venard as a fail-safe in the event that Doom 
himself was slain (see Fantastic Four #278). Thinking himself to be Doom in actuality, Krystoff would carry 
on to safeguard Latveria and to pursue vengeance against those who opposed Doom. In both the case of 
the Doombots and Krystoff, Doom has come into conflict with his own creations in this narcissistic pursuit 
of ensuring that his legendary mind be immortalized. 
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wife. Persecuted, Doom's father takes the boy into hiding and keeps Victor alive even as 
the man dies of exposure.451 Convinced that he must have been saved to fulfill some 
destiny and avenge his people, Doom grooms his mind's genius-level intellect to receive 
a scholarship to Empire State University in the United States where he meets fellow 
wunderkind and rival Reed Richards long before his days as a superhero. Perusing his 
future enemy's research, Reed warns Doom that the schematics for his experimental 
interdimensional transporter has erroneous calculations in it. Taking the advice as an 
insult, Doom ignores Reed and presses on with the risky experiment, leading to a 
massive explosion that scars Doom's face and gets him thrown out of the university. He 
leaves the continent, pursues his studies in science and the occult back overseas, and, 
after donning his trademark suit of body armor, retakes Latveria by vicious force to 
become its ruler.452 Partly, the overthrow of the Baron's dynasty fulfills the revenge 
dreams of Doom's father-who likely never had such wholesale bloodshed in mind-
while further fueling Doom's growing megalomania. Later embellishments on Doom's 
origin story, though, underscore the familial debt Doom feels, this time in terms of his 
late mother. Doom's mother had been a sorceress who died during Doom's infancy, her 
soul now forever damned. As Doom studied Western science, he also became adept in 
451 Lee, Stan (w), Jack Kirby (p), and Chic Stone (i) . "Origin of Doctor Doom! " Fantastic Four Annual2 
(September 1964}. 
452 Lee, Stan (w), Jack Kirby (p), and Chic Stone (i) . "The Fantastic Origin of Doctor Doom." Essential 
Fantastic Four, Volume 2. New York: Marvel Comics, 1999. 237-249. Originally published in Fantastic Four 
Annual #2 {September 1964}. 
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his mother's magic, the dark arts. Until the 1989 graphic novel Triumph and Torment, 453 
Doom would vie annually on Midsummer's Eve against demonic powers to secure his 
mother's release from suffering. Unlike Reed, Doom is never able to admit defeat or 
fallibility, driving him to compromise whatever morals he has in order to find additional 
chances to avenge his family. Doom will sacrifice the innocent and rule the land under 
martial law in order to fulfill what he sees as his weighty obligations to family and 
countrymen. 
Waid's Hereafter storyline-which will culminate in the FF journeying to 
heaven-is catalyzed by Doom's rationalization that Reed, not Doom's own egotism or 
ruthlessness, blocks the Latverian from his greater destiny. Waid recounts Doom's origin 
in Fantastic Four #496 and emphasizes Doom's exploration of native magic. Narrating 
his own life story, Doom says, 
My mother's heirlooms had nothing to do with the sciences I had, to then, 
pursued and studied with every waking moment. They were the door to another 
realm entirely. [ ... ] Suddenly, an entire new arena of knowledge lay before me. 
Fascinated, I devoted my night to studying the dark arts ... while giving equal time 
d . h d . h I . 454 unng t e ay to pursu1ng new tee no og1es. 
The experiment that had Doom expelled from college was a combination of both his 
disciplines: the construction of a transporter to breach the Netherworld and locate his 
453 See chapter 1 for more on this particular story. 
454 Waid, Mark {w), Mike Wieringo {p), Karl Kese l {i) . "Under Her Skin ." Fantastic Four 3.67 {May 2003) : 10. 
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mother's soul. Doom blames its failure on Reed, who "deliberately tampered with the 
design of one of my greatest inventions, causing it to explode in a paroxysm of hellfire. 1 
survived .. . if you could call it that. My face was hideously scarred, my reputation 
destroyed ... and I would spend a lifetime avenging both ... to no end ."455 Unable or 
unwilling to accept his own role in the experiment's disaster, Doom pins his misfortunes 
on Reed as well as his own investment in technology. He tells his boyhood love, "When 1 
was young, I made a fateful choice. I chose science over sorcery. And I wanted to choose 
again ." 456 Science, he now reasons, can be learned by lesser men such as Richards, 
whereas Doom was meant to master magic in order to rule. Abandoning his technology 
and armor, he is empowered by a new mystic suit fashioned from his former love's skin. 
Her painful sacrifice fulfills his pact with "a cabal of netherdemons," power-brokers 
from hell, to make him the major wizard he was once on the path of becoming. 
Denouncing his legacy of super-science, Doom sacrifices nearly everything except his 
self-importance, his self-absorption, his desire for power, his delusions, and his thirst for 
vengeance. In a manner of speaking, Doom himself becomes a fiction, a combination of 
misplaced beliefs and devotion to the non-empirical. 
Through Doom's new devotion to supernatural magics, the Fantastic Four 
become enmeshed in matters of the afterlife. Ambushing the superteam, Doom dupes 
455 Waid, Wieringo, Kesel , "Under Her Skin" 18. 
456 Wa id, Wieringo, Kesel, " Under Her Skin" 30. 
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Reed into accidentally t ransporting Franklin into the netherdemon's hell.457 The villain 
continues to systematically overwhelm each member of the team as well as their ally 
Sorcerer Supreme Dr. Strange until they are all his prisoners. As he has the others 
physically tortured, Doom plays with Reed by placing the team leader in a room filled 
stories-high with texts on magic. Doom explains to Reed: 
[B]efore I appoint myself the emperor of this undeserving mudball, my sense of 
honor compels me to grant you a chance you would never grant me. In there are 
all the tools you require to learn what I already know about magic and sorcery. I 
will be honest. This is only slightly more fair than handing a road map to a lost 
dog, and I have every confidence that this opportunity will make you no more 
worthy an opponent than you are now. Whatever future you have in this world is 
an exercise in abject humiliation.458 
Doom regards himself as superior for having both a scientific intellect that rivals Reed's 
as well as a talent with the magic that Reed cannot master. Further, Doom projects on 
to Reed all the failings that the despot cannot bring himself to face: that Reed has an 
"unquenchable vanity," "unmitigated arrogance," and "an eternal sense of entitlement 
that continually [ .. . puts] everybody at risk around" him.459 These accusations were partly 
true of the man Reed feels he was in bringing his friends aboard his test spacecraft years 
457 Waid, Mark {w), Mike Wieringo {p), Karl Kesel {i) . "Unthinkable, Part One." Fantastic Four 3.68 {June 
2003): 28-31. 
458 Waid, Mark {w), Mike Wieringo (p), Karl Kesel {i) . "Unthinkable, Part Three ." Fantastic Four 3.70 
{August 2003): 30. 
459 Waid, Wieringo, Kesel, "Unthinkable, Part Three" 28. 
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ago, but these failings rem ain t rue and have grown ever more pernicious for Doom. 
Though Reed and Doom are similar in many regards, Doom is blind to the one virtue 
Reed possesses that will liberate his allies: an acceptance of fallibility. Whereas "abject 
humiliation" may be among one of the worst tortures for Doom, Reed can weather it 
and-with the timely help of a shackled Dr. Strange-use it to his advantage. Reed fights 
off Doom and frees his team by utilizing a talisman smuggled to him by Strange: a mystic 
device fueled by its possessor's admission of his own limitations. Reed pounds Doom 
into submission by saying, "When it comes to sorcery ... I'm an imbecile. A fool. A 
chimp ."460 Reed's humility defeats Doom, but Doom's own conceit-rashly bellowing 
that he "is indebted to no one!"461 -damns the supervillain when the netherdemons 
take offense. The hellish things open a portal to their infernal realm through which they 
grab Doom. The Fantastic Four snatch back Franklin, but not before Doom horrifically 
scars Reed's own face to ensure his enmity is never forgotten . 
Trapping Doom in hell with rancorous demons is not enough for Reed, and it 
ultimately leads to the Fantastic Four traversing heaven as well. After all, the team had 
been to some manner of hell at least twice before. In 1985, writer/artist John Byrne had 
Reed, Sue, and Franklin consigned to hell by a witch who suspected them of being 
demons. Their bodies remained on Earth, but what Reed deduces to be their non-
460 Waid, Mark (w), Mike Wieringo (p), Ka rl Kesel (i) . "Unthinkable, Part Four." Fantastic Four 1.500 
(September 2003) : 32 . 
461 Waid, Wieringo, Kesel, "Unth inka ble, Part Four" 40. 
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physical "astral forms" or "spirit sel[ves]"are trapped in M ephisto's kingdom. 462 The 
three escape, thanks to Frankli n's unpredictable mutant powers being unrestrained 
outside his physical body. However, in 1987, writer AI Milgram had all four members of 
the team physically kidnapped by Mephisto and confined to his realm . Reed is 
astonished by Meph isto's abili ty to warp their bodies as easi ly as he had abused their 
non-physical selves previously: "This- this can't be happening! But with a creature of 
Mephisto's power-- who can say where reality leaves off and the impossible 
begins ... ?"463 Still, after pledging Sue's soul to Mephisto and later freeing her with the 
aid of other superheroes, the Fantastic Four emerge from that second experience of hell 
unscathed. Therefore, Reed may well accede that hell exists but perhaps only as a 
location, not necessarily as a cosmological or ordained place for damned souls. While he 
may have a healthy respect for this dangerous dimension, Reed, still scarred physically 
and emotionally, does not trust that it is the final destination for Doom . Pulling Doom 
from the netherdemons' clutches into a pocket dimension of his own design, Reed 
explains to his enemy, "I have sent you through time. I have exiled you to the farthest 
reaches of space. You return. Hell would have been no more unconquerable. You and I 
both know that, in six months, you'd be running t he place!"464 (Several years later, 
writer Jason Aaron would have X-Men superhero Wolverine do exactly that-come to 
462 Byrne, John (w, p) and Jerry Ordway (i) . "Back from Beyond." Fantastic Four 1.277 (April1985) : 14. 
463 Milgrom, AI (w, i), John Bu scema (p), and Bob Wiacek (i). Mephisto Vs. New York: Marvel Comics, 2009. 
20. 
464 Waid, Mark (w), Howard Porter (p), Norm Rapmund (i) . Fantastic Four, Volume 3: Authoritative Action . 
New York: Marvel Comics, 2004. 
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run hell-when his soul is banished there while his body is demonically possessed on 
Earth .)465 Sacrificially, Reed entraps himself with Doom in the pocket dimension, 
ensuring that there is no way out for either. This plan fails because Johnny, Sue, and Ben 
come in search of Reed and give Doom the opportunity to employ his little-used power 
of mind transference; Doom transfers his mind into Sue as they hold open a portal to 
Reed's pocket dimension. In the ensuing melee, Doom's mind hops from Sue to Johnny 
and finally to Ben, who entreats Reed to kill him before Doom can escape. Reed pulls 
the trigger on a weapon capable of mortally wounding Ben, thereby killing both his 
friend and his enemy at the same time. 
Unwilling to accept his friend's death, Reed, along with Johnny and Sue, goes in 
search of Ben in heaven-Waid's Hereafter storyline, where we find the six elements of 
the subgenre fully utilized. For six weeks since Ben's demise, Reed obsesses over how to 
right things, going so far as to steal Ben's corpse from Walter Reed Medical Hospital. 
Dwelling on the twenty-one grams gone missing from the cadaver, Reed sets out to 
recover "Ben's consciousness or life essence, or whatever name you wish to put on it 
[ ... from] another plane of existence."466 Notably, Reed cannot bring himself to say soul, 
in keeping with some of his final words to Doom about the failed experimental 
interdimensional transporter: "To even envision a technology that could literally make 
465 Aaron, Jason (w) and Renato Guedes (a). Wolverine, Volume 1: Wolverine Goes to Hell. New York: 
Marvel Comics, 2011 . 
466 Waid, Mark (w), Mike Wieringo (p), Karl Kese l (i) . Fantastic Four, Volume 4: Hereafter. New York : 
Marve l Comics, 2004. 23. 
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contact with dead souls ... You weren't sett ling for interdimensional travel. [ ... ]To this 
day, I'm not sure I accept your theological theories."467 Previously, Reed had to resort to 
magic, Doom's field, in order to rescue his family; now Reed must begrudgingly accept 
and perfect Doom's earliest theory, a method of physically accessing the afterlife 
(alternate dimension). Sue468 has uncharacteristic misgivings about their plans to bring 
back her slain comrade: 
I don't know what to say. You keep talking about heaven like it was just another 
[anti-matter dimension] Negative Zone. I don't want to debate theology. I want 
to believe Ben's in a better place, too. But any afterlife there may be is a sacred 
kingdom to billions of people. It's not the 'Afterverse.' It's a domain of spiritual 
faith. How do you know it even exists?469 
While Sue has been to Mephisto's hell at least twice before, she was technically not 
dead but either astrally consigned there or physically shanghaied. It is intriguing that she 
acknowledges those experiences in a Hell-Lord's realm but questions heaven's genuine 
existence and their ability to breach it. She, Johnny, and Reed use the machine and 
arrive in heaven - "We'll each perceive this environment according our own pre-existing 
theological conceptions," explains Reed-and are immediately assaulted by a legion of 
467 Waid, Porter, Rapmund 101. 
468 Fittingly, Sue's powers are that of invisibility and, in a quartet symbolizing the four classic elements, 
she represents air, as opposed to earth (Ben), fire (Johnny), or water (Reed). Apropos of her ability, she 
questions whether the afterlife is a thing that should be seen or that may exist without a demand for 
visual evidence. Moreover, of the four, her powers most closely reflect the traditional location of the 
heaven for which they sea rch: Up amongst the clouds, in the air. 
469 Waid, Wieringo, Kese l, Hereafter 18. 
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Figure 3.2. Heaven does not operate according human-or superhuman-physics (Waid, 
Wieringo, Kesel, Hereafter 27}. Nor does it function according to mortal semiotics, with 
speech appearing as image on the face of an angel. This method of communication is 
more akin to comic book word ba lloons than real-world oral speech. 
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winged, angel-like beings wielding flaming swords. Fiery words are written across the 
face of one : "YOU DON'T BELONG HERE" (see Figure 3.2) . The swarm disperses after 
making this opposition to th e team's presence known (Aiastor). 470 The three 
superheroes press on, braving continued assau lts as well as experiencing their own 
heavenly scenarios, fo r example Johnny's campfire gathering with his and Sue's late 
parents (taken to be either dream/hallucination or familial reunion #1). When they do 
finally arrive at Ben's location at the gates of heaven, he is in human, non-Thing form 
and accompanied by his late brother Daniel (familial reunion #2) . Initially, Reed suspects 
Daniel of opposing their journey to heaven, but it turns out Ben was beh ind all the ir 
hardships (heroic reversal) . Daniel explains to Reed, "It was Ben. [ ... ] He's been trying to 
spare you. He didn't want you to see the truth of what you're up against," namely that 
the experiments on Ben's corpse are tethering him to Earth and keeping him from fully 
passing on .471 This revelation claws at the team's raw emotions and causes the 
landscape to unravel. Daniel explains, "I kept warning them how dangerous it was for 
them to be here but-- [ ... ]They're spreading t heir emotions like an infection. They 
didn't leave their rage behind, Ben!" 472 The unrest does not settle until Ben recognizes 
the truth-that Ben, not Reed, is keeping himself out of heaven because he wants to 
470 Waid, Wieri ngo, Kese l, Hereafter 27. 
471 Waid, Wieringo, Kese l, Hereaf ter 43. 
472 Waid, Wieringo, Kesel, Hereafter 51 . 
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live. Rage abated, the team is t empted to stay in heaven bu t, politely declining, they are 
given leave to go home and t ake Ben w it h them (liberated character). 
Before returning to Ea rth, the Fantasti c Four are given an audience with God. 
This visit with the divine is granted as a sort of reward for their declining to stay in 
heaven for th e "solutions to every mystery of th e universe" and, instead, continuing 
the ir journeys and explorat ions.473 Inside the gates of heaven, they arrive at a doorway 
leading into what looks like a mundane artist' s studio. The figure of a short, middle-
aged, white-haired white man sits at an artist's board beside a telephone and window, 
drawing. Reminiscent of Fantastic Four co-creator Jack Kirby, God comforts the 
foursome concerning his appearance (or, rather, their imagination of his appearance): 
"What you see is what I am to you. Don't worry. It's a compliment, not an insult . That's 
what my creations do. They f ind the humanity in God." 474 After briefly speaking with his 
unnamed "collaborator" on the phone, God removes Reed's facial scarring by means of 
what looks to be a pencil eraser. Similarly, God uses the tool tore-encase Ben in his 
rock-fo rm; reassuring Ben, God says, "You were going to wake up in Reed's healing tank 
anyway. I just condensed your subplot a little." 475 Informing Reed that his machine will 
not work to bring them to heaven a second t ime, God sends t hem all home with a 
473 Waid, Wieringo, Kesel, Hereafter 57. 
474 Waid, Wieringo, Kese l, Hereafter 61. 
475 Waid, Wieringo, Kese l, Hereafter 64. 
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"souvenir" -a picture of the four of them, alive and smiling, well into their later years of 
life (see Figure 3.3).476 
After Hereafter 
What are readers observing in the characters of Fantastic Four: Hereafter, and what are 
readers then potentially absorbing for their own selfhoods? Any actual psychology of or 
core to character is already debatable enough when based on real- world, flesh-and-
blood interactions (and physics!). Some revised system, some quiet ideology, is in play 
when adapting 'living' characters for afterlife conditions. This revision can be traced 
through the subgenre elements, unspooling then into the question of personhood as it 
is inconspicuously recognized-and accepted-by audiences. 
Returning to Bal's narratological definitions for character, two difficulties arise 
with Hereafter and the subgenre in general. First, when set in heaven, the fabula of a 
text falters, since fabula presumes that there is a physical location, "a topological 
position in which the actors are situated,'t477 for the narrative to unfold. Bal allows for 
imaginary or fantasy places, citing Narnia or Oz,478 but she does not account for non-
spaces (or, if one likes, super-spaces, beyond mortal cartography) like heaven, hell, 
Sheol, or various other forms of the afterlife. Second, location is needed by fabula as an 
"'acting place' rather than the place of action . [ ... ]Characters walk, and therefore need a 
476 Waid, Wieringo, Kesel, Hereafter 64-65 . 
477 Sal 133. 
478 Bal 7. 
Figure 3.3. A 'souvenir' from the team's time in heaven, direct visual assurance from 
God that their adventures will long continue (Waid, Wieringo, Kesel, Hereafter 65). 
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path." 479 Events and actions must take place somewhere, essentially, because they need 
a stable backdrop to demonstrate changes over time-the other facto r the afterlife may 
lack (or provide in a manner inconsistent with human time) . As discussed in chapter 
two, experiences of the afterlife may not take place in a linear, chronological way, 
thereby challenging what tabula might characterize as an event. Therefore, even if the 
actors become characters in that they are "endowed with distinctive human 
characteristics," 480 the levels of story and text already stand upon shaky narratological 
ground. Narratology and its nomenclature appear to have some slippage when applied 
to the superhero afterlife subgenre. 
To be fair, these tabula complications are not exclusive to Sal's views on 
narratology, and she does not claim that narratology will suit absolutely all narratives 
perfectly. The narrative theology proposed by United Church of Christ minister Gabriel 
Fackre would seem useful for analyzing afterlife narratives, with its focus on forms of 
storl81 found in Christian scripture and tradition. However, he believes, 
Plot entails coherence[ ... ] Narrative speaks in the idiom of the earth. Reality 
meets us in the concretions of time, place, and people, not in analytical 
479 Bal136. 
480 BalllS. 
481 Fackre notes his distaste for strictly distingu ishing between story as a level of narrative and narrative 
itself; story is simply "narrative in the in the narrow sense." See Fackre, Gabrie l. "Narrative Theology." 
Interpretation 37.4 {October 1983): 341. 
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discourse or mystical rumination . As in all good storytelling, we recognize 
ourselves in the depiction.482 
For Fackre, time and place remain central to narrative, even if the narrative (e.g. 
Revelation, the apocryphal Gospel of Nicodemus, etc.) claims to be operating outside of 
them. The story is, in a sense, translated into terms of time and place rather than left in 
some form of 'native' state. Similarly, even in distinguishing between the liberating 
elements of contextual narratologies (e.g. feminist narratology, cognitive narratology, 
etc.) over formal narratology, narratologist Dan Shen still does not allow for these basic 
units contributing to character to be overridden or helpfully modified.483 
At the same time, these criticisms are not a reason to discard narratology 
entirely. In her essay "The Point of Narratology," Bal echoes the disclaimer emphasized 
in the preface to the second edition of her book: narratology "is not constructed as a 
perfectly reliable model which 'fits' the texts . [ .. . l]n contrast, narratology can help supply 
insights that the field wherein such different objects are traditionally studied has not 
itself developed."484 Narratology is more a tool than a model, and its application to 
fields like religious, literary, and comics studies serves to highlight the useful 
482 Fackre 345. 
483 Shen, Dan. "Why Contextual and Formal Narratologies Need Each Other." Journal of Narrative Theory 
35.2 {Summer, 2005): 141-171. Notably, Shen had begun to wrestle with the complication brought about 
by narratives with non-trad itional usages of time in a previous article, all traces of which going absent 
later. "What Do Temporal Antinomies Do to the Story-Discourse Distinction?" Narrative 11.2 {May 2003): 
237-241. 
484 Bal, Mieke. "The Point of Narratology." Poetics Today 11.4 {Winter, 1990): 730 . 
peculiarities and disjunctions potentially el ided by readers-namely the curious and 
transtemporal acceptance by readers of misfit characters (or of characters' mis-fit). 
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To address the casual acceptance of transtemporal characters in the void left by 
narratology, the subgenre elements found in Fantastic Four: Hereafter dwell on issues 
of personal culpability. When God, depicted as Fantastic Four co-creator Jack Kirby, 
praises the team, it is for their continual curiosity and interest in exploring, not for the 
onus or obligation their powers might bring. Since their first adventure in 1961, the 
Fantastic Four have recognized that their powers must be used for humankind,485 but 
Hereafter suggests that they must also accept limits on taking responsibility. Each of the 
main characters has his or her own personal battle with feelings of guilt. Prior to 
Hereafter, Doom already had demonstrated the destructive and toxic repercussions of 
neglecting the reality of one's own failings and errors; by pinning all of Doom's own 
failings on Reed, Doom became obsessed with his rival and blind to his own weaknesses. 
Reed, again, is far more comfortable with humility and liability, but he may be too 
vulnerable to them. 
The three elements that most directly point to the issue of limited culpability in 
Hereafter are the liberated character, the alternate dimension, and at least some of the 
dreams/hallucinations depicted . Ben is the character his teammates seek to liberate 
from the afterlife. Their quest to find him and bring him home goes beyond grieving or 
485 Coogan 41. 
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wishing he was not gone. Given that they distinctly believe him to be in heaven,486 their 
motives for bringing him back lay in correcting the error that they themselves made, not 
freeing him from an unfair existence. Said another way, Reed, Johnny, and Sue wish to 
correct an injustice of their own doing (namely Ben's death), not save him from an 
unjust destiny. The responsibility they feel for Ben's state trumps any actual peace he 
may be experiencing. Moreover, the risks involved with traveling to heaven are 
ultimately superseded, too. Sue expresses her doubts about the rationality and morality 
of their endeavor-she quietly mumbles, "This is wrong," before acceding to Reed and 
Johnny-and Reed has to admit that, with Doom's transporter as the heart of his 
machine, there is every chance that it will "blow up in [his] face, too."487 Still, Johnny 
voices their overriding imperative: they cannot not go, since they owe it to Ben as a 
teammate to attempt to breach this most sacred of alternate dimensions. Like Reed, 
Johnny has been haunted by visions since Ben's death, but Reed dreamed of Doom 
entrapped in hell, which then led him to the idea of constructing the interdimensional 
machine. Johnny, on the other hand, has welcomed the imaginary conversations he has 
with Ben, preferring the delusion to a reality absent of his friend.488 The debt they feel 
they have to their teammate Ben Grimm overrides all other considerations, particularly 
whether the debt itself is legitimate. 
486 Waid, Wieringo, Kesel, Hereafter 24. 
487 Waid, Wieringo, Kesel, Hereafter 26. 
488 Waid, Wieringo, Kese l, Hereafter 9-16. 
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The subgenre elements of the familial encounter, the heroic reversal, and the 
Alastor go further than just the issue of personal culpability, digging into the matter of 
characters' personhood, their accepted level of realness. Whereas Woloch holds that 
the relationship between characters suggests the ideology behind the novel (e.g. 
household servants as incidental characters implies classism, male characters 
dominating as protagonists implies sexism, etc.), the enmeshed relationship between 
these four elements may suggest the ideology of Hereafter. For instance, it is left to the 
reader to decide whether the team's encounter with what seem to be the late Mr. and 
Mrs. Storm is a hallucination or a familial encounter. On one hand, the text presents 
Daniel as the actual soul of Ben's late brother; no alternatives are provided by the 
narrative nor suspected by the characters. On the other hand, Sue finds her heaven to 
be days on end spent with her husband (noticeably unscarred) and children, and many 
multiples of her children are simultaneously depicted; again, neither the text nor the 
characters make any attempt to rationalize Sue's scenario as somehow 'real,' even in 
heaven's malleable landscape. So, with which of these instances does Johnny's 
encounter with his late parents belong? If they are truly the souls of the Storms and, 
thus, a familial encounter, then the deluge sent by Ben to thwart his teammates' finding 
him is a cruel method of separating grown children from their lost parents. Conversely, 
if the Storms are merely delusions, then Johnny may qualify for the heroic reversal, 
since the Storms are his imaginings warning them from continuing any further. 
Regardless, Hereafter neither offers either explanation definitively nor allows the 
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narrative to make sense with one option chosen over the oth er. In a sort of narrative 
Schrodinger's Cat, both options (i .e. the Storms as delusions and as a familial encounter) 
have to operate simultaneously for the narrative to unfold. The Storms are both real 
and delusion simultaneously. The ideology of Hereafter hints that two separate 
possibilities must be allowed paradoxically to coexist, and the subgenre elements lead 
the reader to see the characters as over-reaching in their attempts to right matters that 
may be best left askew. 
Perhaps another symptom of Woloch's character-system is, when a character 
has wrested enough space to be considered a protagonist, the readers accept the reality 
of that character with little question . Call it The Sixth Sense Effect: as the main 
characters, the Fantastic Four (as well as Doom, the chief antagonist) always maintain 
their stability and space in the character-system, a luxury accorded to none of the minor 
characters. Brewer mentions, "For Woloch, relegating characters to the margins is more 
than merely a question of subordination: it is tantamount to abuse,"489 and readers 
participate in such abuse by leaving the authenticity of any character not accorded 
protagonist status an open question . When the three teammates arrive at the gates of 
heaven, Ben in human form is waiting there for them; in order for this appearance to 
make any narrative sense, readers must instinctively make a transpersonalleap to this 
Ben being the spiritual continuance or soul of the character Ben whose body remains on 
489 Brewer 83. 
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Earth. Readers had already been called upon to make this jump previously, wh en 
Doom's mind transfers from body to body of the Fantastic Four. For a possessed Sue to 
be read as inhabited by Doom, readers must endow the character with a transpersonal 
existence: even if he is not in his own body, there is an essence to Doom that still 
qualifies as his character. Crownf ield adds that, in order to regard a character 
transpersonally, one must be able to understand the character's circumstances for 
himself or for herself. If readers can imagine beaming their minds into other people, 
then they can interpret Doom as a character even outside of his own body; if they can 
imagine leaving their bodies behind to exist in heaven, then they can accept a character 
like Ben doing the same.490 Disembodied Ben and Doom continue to take up too much 
space in the character-system for them to be any less real than the other main 
characters, but in order to be viewed in this way, a reading mechanism for the 
transpersonal must be operating. 
Identifying Ben's soul as the character Ben or Doom's mind as the character 
Doom may not seem an analytical leap, but it shifts the question from (a) Who are these 
characters who enter the afterlife? to (b) What are these characters who enter the 
afterlife? That is, the reader li kely resorts to understanding them transpersonally-as 
existing both bodily and beyond the body-but those various states in which a character 
can exist begin to blur. While Reed, Johnny, and Sue enter heaven in possession of their 
49
° Crownfield 248. 
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bodies, Ben and Dan iel exist there without their living flesh, yet they functi on as tangible 
characters to the visiting trio. Doom, too, was banished to hell physically-still encased 
in the mystic armor made of his former lover's skin-but he later escapes Reed's prison 
only as a mental imprint invading the other characters. The dualistic assumption 
undergirding Ben's soul in heaven and body on Earth falters when Reed, Sue, and 
Johnny can hug and shake hands with both Ben and Daniel as if they were all of the 
same substance and state. The angels who had opposed the interloping trio interacted 
with them differently, piercing Sue's normally impregnable force shields and burning 
Johnny while he is already afire. Further, the angels' razor wings flayed the uniforms and 
skins of all three humans, only to have the tears and wounds disappear when Ben 
arrives. From these encounters and the team's emotions later tearing at the 
environment, a reader might come to understand that Reed, Sue, and Johnny consist of 
a different substance than the inhabitants of heaven. 
Two approaches for solving this dilemma of the characters' different-yet-the-
same substances present themselves, the first of which necessitates a slogging into the 
classic and Abrahamic theological nomenclatures for the body and soul. In his book Life 
after Death, religion scholar Alan F. Segal dedicates a chapter to the variety of 
conceptions in Greek and classical thought of one's existence after death, specifically 
what part(s) of the once-living person remain(s). Many of the earliest Greek depictions 
of the afterlife, such as Achilles' description of his slain comrade Patroklus in Hades, 
emphasizes only the intangible image or eidolon of the dead being present, not 
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necessarily one's whole consciousness. Translators often take this word to mean 
"shade" or "shadow" rather than "essence" or "soul"-these latter ideas would have 
been communicated as psyche, anemos, phrenes, or thymos .491 Plato and Aristotle 
would promote the notion of noos, of the mind and its knowledge, surviving the death 
of the body.492 Raymond Martin and John Barresi qualify in their book The Rise and Fall 
of Soul and Self that this understanding of noos emphasized sensible knowledge, not 
mystic or transcendent experience. These experts also distinguish thymos, the source of 
instinctual fight-or-flight responses, from kardia, the personal well of both passion and 
fear.493 Virgil would embrace and expand upon Plato's "two-worlds view,"494 making the 
afterlife a place of reward and punishment, heavenly or hellish, for its sentient 
inhabitants.495 Segal theorizes that early Judaism provided limited written details on the 
afterlife due to the culture's antagonism with the local Canaanites; early Jews likely had 
a belief in some manner of afterlife existence, hinted at by the prohibition against 
necromancy and the condemning tale of Saul asking the Witch of Endor for a seance, 
but the period's chroniclers were opposed to institutionalizing it.496 Later, Second 
Temple Period Judaism would provide written commentary on existences after death, 
491 Segal, Alan F. Life after Death : A History of the Afterlife in Western Religion . New York: Doubleday, 
2004. 212. 
492 Segal 238. A major difference between Plato and his student is that Aristot le did not necessa rily 
support the view that the noos was immortal. 
493 Martin, Raymond and John Barres i. The Rise and Fall of Soul and Self. New York: Columbia Universi ty 
Press, 2006. 9. 
494 Martin and Barresi 21 . 
495 Segal 243. 
496 Segal123-131 . 
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from Ecclesiastes' relatively nihilistic view497 to Isaiah's notion of metaphorical 
resurrection 498 to Daniel's literalizing of resurrective potential.499 By the time of 
Maimonides, 500 these later Jewish perspectives would amalgamate with the Hellenistic 
to cement dualistic notions of body and soul, also incorporating Islamic philosophy on 
the distinction between ru[[J ("spirit" or the Greek pneuma, breath of life) and nafs 
("soul" or center of rational thought and consciousness, akin to noos).501 Christian 
theologians like Thomas Aquinas and William of Ockham add to their faith's accepted 
notion of bodily resurrection, reasoning that "the human soul in separated form after 
death is not a whole person"502-a disembodied spirit lacks the completeness that a 
body, particularly Paul's perfected body, brings. 
Utilizing these many and varied designations, one could say that Ben and Daniel 
still share enough in common with Reed, Sue, and Johnny to interact with them while 
each group lacks some component of the other. The bodies, the soma, of Ben and 
Daniel still reside on Earth-one in a stasis tank, the other buried and decomposing-so 
they are some form of spirit when they meet with the others. Since the two are 
conversant and personable, it could be said that their psyches/noos/nafs are present. 
Along with their bodies, Ben and Daniel also are missing their kardia or the 'emotional 
497 Segal 249-254. 
498 Segal 258-261 . 
499 Segal 261-265 
500 Sega l 666. 
501 Sega l 651-652. 
502 Martin and Barresi 105. 
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baggage' that Reed, Su e, and Johnny still feel as guilt and rage. Presumab ly, even prior 
to jou rneying t o heaven, the trio have the ir own psyches/noos/nafs within them, 
encased within their bodies. Perhaps the machine Reed perfected based on Doom's 
theories, besides transporting them to another place or dimension, also 'translated' 
them in order to best operate in heaven. Whereas Ben and Daniel's souls are visible and 
tangible in this environment, maybe Reed, Sue, and Johnny's souls are likewise 
externalized in order to function there. Though the trio appear to each other and to the 
reader as they would on Earth, their bodies have been moved within their spirits. The 
denizens of heaven engage with Reed, Sue, and Johnny's spirits coating their bodies like 
their costumes would: bodies on the inside, souls on the outside.503 The three are 
immediately recognized as a threat to heaven's peace because, proverbially, they wear 
their hearts on their sleeves, their kardia apparent and external to all but themselves 
and the reader. This theoretical inversion of soma and noos-kardia could also be used to 
explain how Mephisto manhandles the FF whether they are in his realm physically or 
spiritually-their bodies are never actually in his way when he contorts their souls and 
emotions. The inversion may also illuminate what God is erasing from Reed along with 
his physical, literal scar: the inflamed kardia Doom inflicted upon him. 
503 When Reed, Sue, and Frankl in were consigned to Mephisto's hell in Fantastic Four #277, it was an 
important plot point t hat only their "astral forms" were there, not their bodies. The three continued to 
operate as characters, to operate transpersonally, and they al l existed in the same non-physical state. 
Likewise, it was simi larly important for Mephisto's machinations that he entrap the Fantastic Four in their 
physical states during the adventure to his realm two years later. Though Mephisto could manipulate 
their bodies beyond what seems physically possib le, the ch aracters nevertheless inhabited their mortal 
forms. 
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That lengthy first approach steeped in terminologies is both extremely technical, 
speculative, and quietly steeped in theories of the self: a second approach is to revise 
the earlier questions further from (a) Who are these characters who enter the afterlife? 
then to (b) What are these characters who enter the afterlife? and finally to (c) What 
are characters in the afterlife? 
If narratology highlights the curiousness of character in the afterlife, then a 
combination of Woloch and Murphet's models provides some new access to the 
engagement between those characters. As I wrote earlier, the character-space and 
larger character-system being evaluated in novels by Woloch is a "distributed field of 
attention ." 504 That field, for Woloch, is the ideologically-based territory that each 
character fills; the more prominent the character, the more of the field they dominate in 
relation to lesser characters. Setting aside the supposed ideological engine of this 
system, I hear Reed's words for his description of how the team will perceive heaven 
here in Woloch : "we'll each perceive this environment according to our own pre-existing 
theological conceptions," and later, "I'd posit that, through force of will, our environs 
are shaped by whoever's in the lead ."505 Heaven, it seems, is the field of attention, 
shaped by whichever character is dominant at the given time. As Jeffrey Burton Russell 
suggested in my overview of his work in chapter two, the ultimate metaphor that is 
heaven can be combined with Woloch's metaphor for character. In a place where time 
504 Woloch 17. 
505 Waid, Wieringo, Kesel, Hereafter 30. 
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and location-as understood in mortal terms-are uncertain, characte r and setti ng can 
collapse into each other, making the changes in the (non-)place the events that define 
the actors/characters. What the team does in heaven is who they are; who they are 
determines what heaven is. The cancerous guilt guiding Reed, Sue, and Johnny eats at 
the landscape. And characters like Ben, Dan iel, and the Storms, whether there in body, 
form, or spirit, engage with the other fleshly characters equally because they, too, affect 
the environment. Neither soma nor fabula determine characters in the afterlife, only 
inter-character effects sanctioned by the environment do.506 
Taken with this modified view of Woloch's theory, Murphet's consideration of 
character in terms of medium works especially well for comics and even moreso for the 
afterlife subgenre . The aevum-like temporality of comics that I covered in chapter two 
also encompasses what Murphet most values about character in theater, their "radical 
potentiality."507 By this, Murphet means that actors must adhere to a script for their 
characters but also have the potential to alter their performances. Films do not have 
this virtue because of the "irremediableness of narrative time" 508-because the 
performances are locked in place. Murphet privileges the theatrical understanding of 
character above the literary one for this very reason, but comics, I feel, restore the 
activeness of the page. Through the imaginative closure of panels, comics readers 
506 1 do not wish to contradict myself after having suggested in chapter two that afterlife environments 
like heaven and hell might operate different ly from each other. It could be that, as an inverse of heaven, a 
place like hell might be represented by what most plagues a character or most weighs down his/her soul. 
507 Murphet 113. 
508 Murphet 114. 
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animate characters' performances in both verbal and visual mental acts.509 Sociologist 
Zenanas Norkus echoes McCloud in saying, "There are two basic modes to re-present 
things, events, persons and deeds[ ... ]: by text510 and by picture." 511 While McCloud 
designates words as just another form of image under the umbrella of icons, Norkus 
offers pictures as "optic and visual metaphors,"512 parallels of how verbal narrative 
functions. For instance, if Reed (living) and Ben (dead) are shown linking hands, then the 
image is supporting what the narrative is attempting to convey-the two characters are 
to be regarded as existing equivalently. What Norkus does not attempt to consider in his 
essay on historical narratives is that the sequential art of comics also requires the 
reader, who McCloud calls "a silent accomplice" and "equal partner in crime" with the 
comics creators,513 to transform the images. These superheroes are not only characters 
because of the poetics of the comic, their depictions supporting equivalency between 
them. They are also characters because they have simultaneously recovered the 
theater-like capacity to perform visually, even if only in the reader's mind. 
Characters grant each other visual equivalency-as God tells the Fantastic Four, 
509 For what it is worth, Bal claims that narratology deals with pictoria l narratives as well as it deals with 
verbal ones (161), but I personally find her brief analysis of Ken Aptekar's art piece I'm Six Years Old and 
Hiding behind My Hands muddy and confused. See Bal66-75. 
510 Norkus is using " text " here to denote words, not Bal' s meaning of "text ." 
511 Norkus, Zenanas. "Historical Narratives as Pictures: On Elective Affinities between Verbal and 
Pictorial Representations." Journal of Narrative Theory 34.2 (Summer, 2004): 173. 
512 Norkus 177. 
513 McCloud 68. 
204 
"We're all our own storytellers"514-and that correspondence in Hereafter is given also 
to God. This revised Woloch-Murphet approach to character allows for God to be 
regarded in human terms without diminishment. Like Fredrik Stromberg in his discussion 
of Satan in comics (see chapter two), theology scholar Andrew Tripp has analyzed God's 
uneasy depiction in comics as well. He says, 
God is problematic in graphic narratives. Images shape the narrative flow of 
comics and graphic novels, but these graphic narratives require images to 
represent a monotheistic God. To varying degrees, the Abrahamic faiths oppose 
the potential idolatry of having physical representations of divinity.515 
This notion that depiction equals idolatry is not supported by Tripp, who considers an 
image of God to be as much a representation and an abstraction as the word God. 
Rather than being idolatrous, what visual depictions of God primarily suggest are "the 
assumptions of the artist or the author about God's unnamed attributes and what the 
artist or author believes the audience understands about God."516 Waid and 'Ringo's 
Kirby-as-God is not worship-seeking nor prideful but, like the supremely creative and 
visionary artist Jack Kirby was, looks to be known through His works. Karen Armstrong 
notes that this view of God- thought of flatteringly in human terms rather than 
blasphemously-has its roots in the theology of early Christian leader Arius prior to the 
514 Waid, Wieringo, Kesel, Hereafter 64. 
515 Tripp, Andrew. "Ki lling the Graven God: Representations of the Divine in Comics." Graven Images: 
Religion in Comic Books and Graphic Novels. New York: Continuum, 2010. 107. 
516 Tr ipp 108. 
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church supporting the opposing view of Athanasius and the immense, unknowable 
God.517 Armstrong also finds this line of thought in the work of Christian Monk Maxim us 
the Confessor, who described Jesus' unbreakable linkage between divine and mortal: 
God and humanity had become inseparable. The man Jesus gave us our only hint 
of what God was like and had shown that human beings could participate in 
some indefinable way in the being of the incomprehensible God. We could no 
longer think "god" without thinking "human," or "human" without thinking 
"God."518 
Thinking of God in human terms means thinking of God as a character, particularly if the 
limitations of time and place can be reasonably set aside. It is a far cry from idolatry, 
argues Tripp, since, a Ia Versaci, comics always employ representations and never the 
things themselves. Citing Ricoeur, Tripp says, "Symbols themselves fight idolatry," since 
the pronounced artificiality of the symbol provides the reader with a "second na·lvete," 
the appreciation of such artifice.519 Data from religion researcher Eugen Schoenfeld 
points towards believers who think of God in human terms to have a more positive view 
of Him, the opposite of the self-alienation predicted by German philosopher Ludwig 
Feuerbach. 520 
517 Armstrong 107. 
518 Armstrong 108. 
519 Tripp 117. 
520 Schoenfeld, Eugen. "Images of God and Man: An Exploratory Study." Review of Religious Research 28.3 
(March 1987}: 224-235 . 
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This depiction of God also supports the readi ng of the su bgenre elements, the 
necessary limits of culpability, especially in the pursuit of knowledge. When the 
Fantastic Four find God, He engages in no coyness, no maybe-1-am-and-maybe-l'm-not 
gaming. He acknowledges the team as his "creations"521 and assures them that He is 
exerting no control over their free will. That said, He takes little credit for His role as 
Creator, merely offering his "contribution to the grand tapestry. Ideas. Notions. 
Passions."522 In fact, He tells them that how his creations will ultimately fare, what they 
will explore and discover in life and its mystery, is His primary interest. God claims no 
responsibility for them outside of their creation, yet He considers of chief importance 
"the process,"523 the exploration fueled by imagination, attributes that He admires the 
Fantastic Four for embodying. Entangling themselves in a web of guilt and blame 
threatens what God decrees the best aims of humanity, exploration .524 
God-as-character informs Hereafter's knottiest issue: the "souvenir" drawing He 
hands the team as they return to mortal life on Earth. Tripp summarizes the conclusion 
of their adventure as follows : 
God offers advice and humility in his dealings with the Fantastic Four. God erases 
the wounds on Mr. Fantastic and draws the rock hide back on Ben Grimm before 
sending the team back to Earth. God leaves them with a parting gift, a drawing of 
521 Waid, Wieringo, Kesel, Hereafter 61. 
522 Waid, Wieringo, Kese l, Hereafter 63. 
523 Waid, Wieringo, Kesel, Hereafter 63. 
524 Not incidental ly, this is also what Shertzer, under Waid's pen, two-dozen issues earlier also identified 
as the FF's defining virtue. 
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them in advanced years, together in a happy ending.525 
With Reed's face restored and Ben alive and again rock-covered, the status quo of the 
comic has been restored. Additionally, the suggestion that all four have a lifetime of 
adventure ahead of them restores the sense of the series' serial nature; despite market 
lulls or fan fads, Fantastic Four will serially continue in perpetuity.526 The team already 
has some evidence of their journey to heaven (e.g. Ben's restoration, their 
missing/disassembled craft, etc.), and their memories of it remain intact, as 
demonstrated in the next issue by Ben commenting on how he stands by his decision to 
return to Earth.527 Overall, though, the matter is never pursued further, and readers can 
infer the journey to have been a fluke, a one-time experience. So, the drawing serves a 
nice purpose in concluding the story arc, and it is never made mention of again . In the 
drawing's own one-time, one-panel existence, the reader sees, in Reed's hand, a pencil-
shaded portrait of the four protagonists aged-it differs only from the composition of 
Reed's hand in that the hand is fully colored, inked, and continues outside the space of 
the souvenir's 'paper.' The reader can identify Reed and the portrait existing at different 
levels of reality in terms of the story's fiction, akin to the PR experts and their projection 
of Fantastic Four #1 from the beginning of 'Ringo and Waid's run on the book. The 
525 Tripp 115. 
526 Of course, the foursome themselves will likely never reach this advanced age due to the superhero 
genre's tendency to freeze its characters at a relatively stable age, having them remain always-fresh in 
Eco's "oneiric climate" mentioned in chapter one. Regardless, this image of the aged adventurers is a 
promise of continuance. 
527 Waid, Wieringo, Kese l, Hereafter 77. 
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portrait is to be seen as remaining two-dimensional, while Reed's hand is to be imagined 
as three-dimensional; the projection is to be seen as remaining two-dimensional, while 
the PR team is to be imagined as three. By altering textural appearances, the graininess 
of the Fantastic Four's origin is interpreted as a projection on a screen, and the colorless 
cross-hatching of the old, posed characters is to be interpreted as existing on paper. 
Yet, the portrait of the superteam may be the single most important discovery 
Reed and his companion-explorers have ever made: a composition directly from God. 
Whereas the technology of an overhead projector is known-both in the reader's own 
real-life world and the fictional world of the Fantastic Four-the mechanism, if that is 
the right word, by which God would compose an artwork is not. As much as Hereafter 
has humanized God, this Kirby-like depiction of Him supposedly operates as a symbol, 
not a concrete reality. God erases Reed's scars and reconstitutes Ben's stony hide with 
His pencil, leading one to understand that it is plainly more than a simple pencil. The 
pencil symbolizes or simplifies the depiction of God affecting His creation, and the pencil 
is used to create the portrait. The same pencil is seen sketching an otherworldly vista, 
which suddenly becomes the Fantastic Four's actual environment, to their surprise (see 
Figure 3.4). One cannot say exactly what Reed and his teammates see when they look at 
the souvenir that has been crafted in the same manner. While 'Ringo alters his art style 
to denote a clear difference for the reader, the portrait may appear photo-realistic to 
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the f ict ional characters t hemse lves .528 Otherwise, Reed and his team have t he only 
existing example of God's art style! Does God have a part icula r t aste, an aesthetic 
preference, in fash ioning His own art, symbols and represent at ions of what He can 
directly create? And, if so, should this be considered in te rms of the Platonic ideals of 
Beauty or of Truth? Best yet, is th is how God views creat ion, st ill an d two-dimensional 
products of His work table only awaiting an outside interpretive mind to come alive? 
Humans to God are like the characters of our narratives, what Miller calls "an odd 
species of eternal presence." 529 We are forever to God as Reed, Hamlet, and Beowulf 
are to us. If pursued to its logical ends, this 'simple drawing' could be taken by the 
Fantastic Four's reality as a new, more provocative revelation than any of the verbal 
ones that have been delivered prior. 
While I have no singular answer to the questions posed by the portrait-since 
there may be no singular answer for its hermeneutics- I would suggest that viewing it 
as a piece of heaven, a slip of that conscious-shaped environment, best captures both 
the overall discussion of characters' function in Hereafter's heaven and a hint of the 
superhero genre' s greater possibilities in terms of literary theory. That is, I noted that 
Reed is holding the portra it , and he is looking at it along with his teammates. This 
tableaux would suggest that they are all seeing the same objective composition, and, if 
this was a sketch done by a human hand, that would likely be true. Here, though, is a 
528 Waid, Wieringo, Kese l, Hereafter 62 . 
529 Mil ler, Ariadne's 30. 
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Figure 3.4. God's drawing becomes the Fantastic Four's reality (Waid, Wieringo, Kesel, 
Hereafter 62}. 
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work made by God's hand (or pencil) in heaven, a space Hereafter has gone to pains to 
detail as sensitive to personal perception. The images of the four characters in their 
golden years need not be seen the same way by all four of the team members 
themselves. God's comment, "We are all our own storytellers," could also be 
understood to mean that each of us is our own protagonist, the largest character-space 
in our character-system. Woloch mentions that some narratives set multiple characters 
against each other as protagonists, actively vying for space and attention as the story 
unfolds.530 While Waid seems to center the title's main conflicts on Reed, each member 
of the team is important enough a cornerstone and strong enough a personality (if that 
word applies outside of humanist characters) to merit a sizeable character-space, a 
protagonist-like status, and, in turn, his or her own perception of the portrait. Instead of 
viewing the portrait only through Reed's perception or only through its frozen 
presentation to the reader, as a product of mutable heaven, the drawing could be 
understood as having a simultaneous multiplicity of images. This assortment should be 
understood as more than metaphorical, more than the variety of interpretations that 
could be given to any piece of art: The portrait could be literally many separate images 
overlaid into one. Yet, whatever multitude of visions lay beneath, a coherent whole 
result gels for the topmost version. 
The idea of an amalgamated image being what God presents to the Fantastic 
530 Wol och 244. 
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Four is in keeping with what I detect as a quiet linchpin for the concept of character. Any 
preference I have given to the structuralist approach to character over the humanist lies 
in the former group's acknowledgement that, if characters are like people, characters 
are made of constitutive parts. Greimas calls these parts "facets," and Danish filmmaker 
Theodor Dreyer who calls the person a character is meant to embody "a walking 
scrapbook."531 While I do not accept that characters or real-life people can be reduced 
to a list of linguistic properties, narrative actions, or space relations, I do recognize some 
sort of pastiche that characters must mimic in order to resemble people. Woloch's 
character-spaces do not need to be smooth, homogenous substances; his manner of 
character could as easily be jagged, interlocking slivers coming together piecemeal to 
dominate the space. Characters must be built to resemble a whole person, but I hold 
that real-life people are fractional, too . 
Viewing individual persons as a collection of attributes aligns with J. Hillis Miller 
and media historian William Beatty Warner's claims that people are not stable wholes. 
"Selfhood is an indispensable illusion,"532 says Miller, and Warner largely agrees, saying 
"the self is a fiction ." 533 Even if the humanists are right that there is an essence in 
characters that originates in real-life people, that essence is assumed to be complete 
and contiguous, not a hodge-podge. As with the example of Thor in chapter one, many 
531 qtd in Murphet 124. 
532 Miller, Ariadne's 32 . 
533 qtd in Kraft 42. 
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readers look for characters to act as unitary beings because that is how they identify 
themselves, as complete and consistent developed entities. In the next chapter, I will 
examine two comic book series that, as they move superheroes through the afterlife, 
dare to upset readers' own internal commonality. Hereafter subverts readers' everyday 
notions of the self either unintentionally or subtly; the comics discussed in the next 
chapter and their characters do it overtly. 
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Chapter 4: Planetary, Promethea, and the Multip licity of Selfhood 
In Reading Comics: How Graphic Novels Work and What They Mean, pop culture 
cr itic Douglas Wolk proposes the idea of metacomics, namely comics series that are 
aimed at an audience extensively steeped in the lore of the medium. These 
"superreaders," as Wolk calls them, w ill recognize the addit ional levels beyond narrat ive 
plot at which a metacomic is operating, its "commentary on the conventions of 
superhero stories or on familiar characters." 534 Take, for instance, a scene from Warren 
Ellis's series Planetary, where a t eam of superpowered investigators come to blows with 
Batman. At first, it reads as a commonplace superhero melee, with Batman employing 
hand-to-hand combat against Planetary's Jakita Wagner. However, a strange energy 
field strikes, and, suddenly, an altogether different Batman stands in front of Jakita (see 
Figure 4.1): She now faces an iteration of Batman taken from the 1960s camp television 
show starring Adam West . The West-Batman neutralizes the super-strong Jakita with a 
discarded can of "Bat-Female-Villain-Repellant" for which he gives "Bat-apologies." 535 
Her teammate Elijah Snow moves in to face the ridiculous West-Batman, only to have 
the field trigger again and the formidable, grittier Dark Knight Returns version of Batman 
confronts him (see Figure 4.2); the massive OKR-Batman nearly quotes author Fra nk 
534 Wolk, Douglas. Reading Comics: How Graphic Nove ls Work and What They M ean. Cambridge, MA: Da 
Capo, 2007. 105. 
535 Ell is, Warren (w) and John Cassaday (a). Planetary/ Batman: Night on Earth. La Jolla, CA: Wildstorm, 
2003 . 27-28. 
Figure 4.1. Planetary's Jakita Wagner combats two different versions of Batman 
(Ellis and Cassaday, Planetary/Batman 27-28). N 
.....,. 
U1 
Figure 4.2.The Adam West-inspired Batman transforms suddenly into his Dark Knight 
Returns iteration (Ellis and Cassaday, Planetary/Batman 29-30). N 
I-' 
0"1 
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Miller's original script, threatening them that "there are nine different ways to take you 
down. Six of them kill you outright" (see Figure 4.3).536 The rotation of Batman's 
iterations continues through the end of the story, and the befuddled Planetary team can 
only conclude that the costumed vigilante manifests differently as a function of the 
energy field. Walk's "superreaders," on the other hand, have the benefit of decades of 
Batman comics and respective creative teams to understand Ellis's larger point-that 
various creators have employed not only different art styles but altogether different 
moralities and personalities for Batman during the character's existence. By comparison, 
the Planetary team's consistency as characters only written by Ellis and drawn by John 
Cassaday make Batman's pliability appear even more bizarre than the concept of a man 
in a bat-costume. Precisely for sequences such as this, Walk offers Ellis's Planetary along 
with Alan Moore's Promethea537 as examples of metacomics, but he particularly focuses 
536 Ellis and Cassaday, Planetary/Batman 30. By comparison, in Frank Miller's Batman: The Dark Knight 
Returns, Batman assesses the number of ways he can subdue a bank robber: "There are seven working 
defenses from this position . Three of them disarm with minimal contact. Three of them kill." See Miller, 
Frank. Batman: The Dark Knight Returns. New York: DC Comics, 1986. 31. 
537 Through much of this chapter, I will call it "Ellis's Planetary" or "Moore's Promethea" even though this 
is an oversimplification: these works are a collaborative effort of writers, artists, colorists, editors, etc. 
Therefore, I acknowledge, as Klock does in the case of Planetary, that "it is just as much artist John 
Cassaday and colorist Laura Depuy's visionary handling. It is just as much John Cassaday's Planetary and 
Laura Depuy's Planetary as Warren Ellis's Planetary. {It is even, to some degree, Wildstorm's Planetary)" 
(Klock, How to Read, 15). Klock's parenthetical afterthought is vital, however, since both Moore and Ellis 
retain independent creator status on their titles rather than the more common work-for-hire system 
where a comics creator's efforts become owned by the company under which they publish. Moore had 
been stung one too many times by that working relationship-he had his name removed from the movie 
adaptations of his comics-and Ellis, in August 2000, notes the inferior position held by most comic 
writers in terms of their rights with a corporate publisher: " In legal terms-as explained once in a court of 
law by Jim Shooter, when he was still EIC at Marvel-writers of work-for-hire books don't write . In legal 
terms, the corporation is the author of the work." See Ell is, Warren. Come in Alone. San Francisco: 
A iT /PianetLar, 2001. 172. 
Figure 4.3. Plantary's script has this Batman invoke his lines from Frank Miller's opus, only 
for Ellis's own protagonist to suddenly gain the upper hand, triumphing over his generic 
predecessor (Ellis and Cassaday, Planetary/Batman 31-32}. 
N 
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on how both provide ersatz versions of the Fantastic Four to communicate messages 
about the existing superhero genre. 
Walk's analyses ofthefaux FFs' function are less important to my discussion 
than his acknowledgement of Planetary and Promethea as metacomics-as works 
having messages available to only the keenest of readers, particularly those 
knowledgeable in the techniques of comic book storytelling. In truth, reading a 
superhero story is not a simple intellectual operation. Paraphrasing comics expert 
Charles Hatfield, relig ion scholars Christine Hoff Kraemer and J. Lawton Winslade 
contend that the medium "requires a complex grasp of the many ways comics represent 
time, interrelate word and text, and use borders and layout to indicate narrative 
sequence."538 The mental gymnastics involved in parsing image, text, and their interplay 
can lead both to the opening of uncommon narrative spaces (as have been detailed in 
each of the previous chapters) as well as "meditative, devotional, or religious states in 
the reader."539 Comics like Planetary and Promethea can cause a reader to reconsider 
the classical cosmology or rethink his or her place in it. These metacomics do so by 
depicting forms of selfhood in the afterlife subgenre with which readers may not yet 
consciously identify. 
538 Christine Hoff Kraemer and J. Lawton Winslade, '"The Magic Circus of the Mind': Alan Moore's 
Promethea and the Transformation of Consciousness through Comics," Graven Images: Religion in Comic 
Books and Graphic Novels, ed . A. David Lewis and Christine Hoff Kraemer {New York : Continuum, 2010), 
279. 
539 Kraemer and Winslade 287. 
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Partly due t o t heir metacomic commentaries on the superhero genre, Planetary 
and Promethea prove particularly adept at broaching what literary scholar Karin 
Kukkonen terms "counterfactual possibil ities," 540 models of thought that challenge 
everyday experiences or systems of long-held beliefs. In short, these comics streamline 
the process by which readers accept options that seem to violate bedrock reality. Most 
genres do not aid readers so readily in generating new mental models, yet the 
superhero genre long ago devised techniques, says Kukkonen, to help ease readers into 
counterfactual mental models.541 "Superhero comics [ .. . ]take a multiworld model of 
reality-the multiverse-largely as an ontological given," and thereby make use of what 
literary critic Marie-Laure Ryan terms storyworlds.542 Outside of the superhero genre 
(and the superhero afterlife subgenre}, storyworlds can manifest in works like "The 
Secret Life of Walter Mitty," where a character's imaginary narrative is presented in 
tandem to the events taking place in his or her 'real' life. Though Walter may only be 
accompanyi ng his w ife to the hairdresser, in a second storyworld he imagines himself as 
an assassin or war pilot. "Ryan outlines several strategies through which multiple worlds 
are accommodated in narratives, in a way that can be reconciled with classical 
cosmology," 543 but the superhero genre's multiverse necessitates an expanded view on 
54
° Karin Kukkonen, "Navigating Infinite Earths: Readers, Mental Models, and the Multiverse of Superhero 
Comics, " StoryWorlds: A Journal of Narrative Studies v. 2 (2010}: 47. 
541 Kukkonen, "Navigating" 39. 
542 Kukkonen, "Navigating" 40. 
543 These expl anations for storyworlds, says Kukkonen, are those such as " the product of a character's 
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the readers' part for what is and is not possible. Therefore, titles like Planetary and 
Promethea provide cues to readers on how to navigate the multiverse and its 
storyworlds, how to "mitigate these challenges to human cognition,"544 even as the 
metacomics comment on such conventions. 
As Planetary and Promethea provide readers with guidance for comprehending 
settings that contradict the presumed structures of the audience's universe(s), the 
comics can also lead Walk's "superreaders" to new models of selfhood. How is a reader 
who expects unified, whole characters to read passages that violate such assumptions? 
As Kukkonen says, "Those same mental models can be adapted and extended to 
accommodate the imaginative wealth of the multiverse, which invites us to inhabit a 
different, postclassical cosmology," and, in turn, a new approach to selfhood.545 When 
also looked through the lens of literary theorist J. Hillis Miller's views on character-
beyond those already recounted in chapter three-these comics also confirm some 
peculiarities he observes about narrative character. Just as Kukkonen offers Ryan's 
storyworlds to explain how superhero comics realign readers' mental models, Miller 
reaches back to Aristotle and the meron alogon, the irrational parts of a plot, to pry 
open readers' preconceptions. To accept the meron alogon in a way that might disagree 
with rationality provides readers with a new hermeneutic of the self. 
imagination (mentalism), as a computer-generated world (virtualization), as a symbolic world (allegory), 
through reference to the author (metatextualism), through magic, or through an explicit invitation to the 
reader to choose his or own story," none of which will outright oppose the reader's cosmology (40). 
544 Kukkonen, "Navigating" 42. 
545 Kukkonen, "Navigating" 55. 
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Character with Meron Al6qon 
When J. Hillis Miller wrote Ariadne's Thread in early 1992, it was only his initial 
word on the complexities of character, to be continued in Illustration later that same 
year and Reading Narrative in 1998. In addition to his criticism of the narrator's illusory 
status (recounted in chapter threeL Miller is chiefly concerned with what he calls the 
"second illusion/' that of character.546 Character functions and is understood, says 
Miller, according to readers' needs-to have "confidence in an illusion." For instance, 
readers (and actors, especially considering Julian Murphet's argument for theater as 
character's origin point) generally conceive of Hamlet having a consistent state of mind 
rather than haphazardly being mad in one scene, sane in another, and melancholy in the 
next without connection to each other.547 Miller's observation of reader's actively 
searching for and subscribing to character agrees with the claims of the genre theorists 
from my previous chapters; the narratives reflect models of selfhood that align with 
their reading communities. 
However, the majority of the discussion of character in Ariadne's Thread focuses 
on how character is limited by most readers' belief in a unified personal selfhood. Miller 
sees readers as relying upon a unified sense of self-the notion that each one of them 
has a constant, consistent, and whole personal essence-to operate in their everyday 
lives. He offers this example of such thinking: "How can I be judged by an angry or 
546 Miller, Ariadne 's 95. 
547 Miller, Ariadne's 98. 
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merciful God, or be hauled before the law, or be held to a contractual commitment, or 
be obligated to keep a promise, if I do not remain the same person from hour to hour 
and day to day, long enough at least to be held responsible for what I do?"548 This 
rationale underlies much of society, says Miller, even if its concept of self "may be no 
more than a social, legal, or linguistic fiction ." 549 Additionally, the way in which most 
narrative characters comply with readers' belief in unified selfhood is in keeping with 
the etymology of the word character itself. As a word meaning a particular letter-
symbot a word meaning personal integrity, a word meaning a peculiar person, or a 
word meaning a text's narrative actor, character always refers beyond itself and 
requires a second layer of interpretation. It is a sign for a sign, and, as Miller says, it 
requires "interpreting something hidden/'550 a figure that lies semiotically behind 
character. In Illustration, Miller describes this semiotic gambit through Michel Foucault's 
distinction between resemblance and similitude; 55 1 character always operates in 
similitude. Resemblance is reserved for the covered or sub-signs beneath a character. 
For example, the moniker or an image of Captain America relates to a flag-adorned 
supersoldier first who then, in turn, has particular principles, abilities, ethos, etc.; the 
initial character sign operates in similitude, whereas the sign(s) it covers operate in 
resemblance to the character's qualities. In a sense, as the top-most layer, character 
548 Miller, Ariadne 's 34. 
549 Miller, Ariadne's 35. 
550 Miller, Ariadne's 58. 
551 Miller, J. Hillis. Illustration. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992. 73. 
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obscures, operating as a masking sign ifie r. In the case of narrative character, Miller 
suggests that the hidden figure is the artificial, alluring notion of unified selfhood, a 
synecdoche that readers invert from fiction into reality. 552 
Miller finds this inversion-readers modeling unified selves on the fictional 
ch aracters they consume-so remarkable particularly because the concept of a unified 
self is quite questionable to social scientists.553 What is essentially "a misreading of 
signs,"554 he says, becomes "a necessary fiction" long ago generated and continually 
guarded by Western society to maintain social order and, as I cited Hellene Tallon 
Russell noting in my introduction, Augustine's Neo-Piotinian relation of the human soul 
and God.555 A number of writers have attempted to demonstrate that this form of 
misreading and (mis)modeling is not inescapable. Miller offers Frederic Nietzsche and 
Jacques Derrida as thinkers who effectively bypass the presumption of a unified self. 
Whereas Nietzsche holds that a unified self is the end-result of a number of social 
fictions that limit an individual,556 Derrida rejects the idea that the self can be simplified 
and reduced to united whole.557 Nietzsche's model allows for "a single body [that] may 
be inhabited by multiple selves," rather than submitting to a sole definition.558 In 
contrast, Derrida's model posits that there is always an excess to one's self that can 
552 Miller, Ariadne's, 94. 
553 Miller, Ariadne's 96-97. 
554 Miller, Ariadne's 31. 
555 Miller, Ariadne's 35. 
556 Miller, Ariadne's 46. 
557 Miller, Ariadne's 67. 
558 Miller, Ariadne's 50. 
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neither be contained in the notion of a unified self nor discarded. In either case, 
whether the theory is what I might describe as Nietzsche's multiple self or Derrida's one-
plus self (either one being what I term a self of multiplicity), these notions of selfhood 
challenge the default unity sought in and reflected by characters. 
Derrida further urges for apparent mismodelings to be central to one's 
interpretations of a narrative-an awareness of what a reader's mind will do and which 
of Kukkonen's counterfactual possibilities it will be willing to accept-in order to fit a 
comfortable mental model. Any "improbable incidents" cannot be discarded, says 
Derrida, so they must become central,559 and the reader is obligated to perform 
whatever mental gymnastics are required to incorporate them. The entirety of a 
storyworld may become too suspect for a reader if the "improbable incidents" are not 
confronted-and, adds Miller, confronted right from the outset of the narrative. Miller 
pairs Derrida's "improbable incidents" with Aristotle's notion of meron alogon, 
"irrational parts." Miller and Derrida agree that meron alogon should be embraced, 
however, while the classic philosopher contends that they should be discarded : 
"The tragic plot," says Aristotle in his imperturbably rational way, "must not be 
composed of irrational parts [meron alogon] . Everything irrational should, if 
possible, be excluded; or, at all events, it should lie outside the action of the 
play." We must invest the irrational with a virtual rationality. We must take the 
559 Derrida, Jacques. Margins of Ph ilosophy. Alan Bass, trans. Chicago : Un iversity of Chicago Press, 1985. 
230. 
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irrational as rational, as one of the founding presuppositions of the play.560 
Leveraging Derrida to counter Aristotle, Miller sees these meron alogon as instructional 
instead of discomfiting, particularly in the way they unyoke character from the 
presumption of a unified selfhood. In a Nietzschean or Derridean multiverse, selves of 
multiplicity form the core of characters in lieu of prescribed unified ones. 
The graphic novel may be one of the few spaces in which non-unified characters 
can be examined by readers for selves of multiplicity risk-free. The prose novel, one 
without the accompaniment of or interplay with images, is generally a "safe realm," says 
Miller, for commonly held presumptions to be countered; 561 the novel's capacity to 
challenge norms, in fact, but its rarity of non-unified characters are, together, what 
surprise Miller. Fiction can free readers from their misimpressions, but only if the 
readers want to be freed, it appears. What may allow the graphic novel the ability to 
squeeze between readers' devotion to unified selfhood and the expectation of 
characters' unity is the medium's equal usage of pictures, its dual sign system of words 
and images. In Illustration, Miller considers the power that images have as signs that 
exceed the capacity of words . Images are never exhausted and are "irreducible to any 
words, however eloquent."562 Armed with both the dual sign systems of word and 
image and what Miller sees as the risk-free realm of fiction, graphic novels promise to 
560 Miller, J. Hillis. Reading Narrative. Norman, OK: Un iversity of Oklahoma Press, 1998. 5. 
561 Miller, Ariadne 's 98. 
562 Miller, Illustration 66. 
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find daylight between self-what Miller considers the interfering "a rch -interpreter"563-
and character. 
Before providing background on Planetary and Promethea and then linking them 
to Miller's concerns for character, I offer Miller' s interpretation of a passage from 
Troilus and Cressida as an especially prescient example of how readers' versatility with 
character might be extended. Miller acknowledges in Ariadne's Thread that considering 
characters to be non-unified is difficult for most readers, even those aware of 
character's theoretical instability: 
[A] I most all readers of novels, including their most sophisticated critics, continue 
to think and speak of characters in novels as if they were real people. We all go 
on uttering sentences something like "And then Clara thinks to herself," and so 
on . The power of novels to make their readers suspend disbelief in spite of all 
their linguistic sophistication is very great.[ ... ] In spite of the philosophical 
demolition of the idea of a fixed selfhood, by Hume, by Nietzsche, by 
Wittgenstein, or by Derrida, most of us, even philosophers and linguists, go on 
acting toward ourselves and others, in both personal and public situations, as if 
people had continuous and stable selves.564 
This habit is sufficiently strong that situations potentially displaying some form of non-
unified character are often dismissed outright. In Reading Narrative, Miller notes a 
563 Miller, Ariadne's 47. 
564 Miller, Ariadne'sll6-ll7 . 
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passage from Shakespeare's Troilus and Cressida where the lead characte r invokes 
neither Ariadne nor Arachne but instead a curious "Ariachnes" amalgamation. Troilus 
says: 
Within my foule there doth conduce a fight 
Of this ftrange nature, that a thing inseperate, 
Diuides more wider than the skie and earth: 
And yet the fpacious bredth of this diuifion, 
Admits no Orifex for a point as fubtle, 
As Ariachnes broken woof to enter.565 
The character complains that his mind or soul is divided in two, and-intentionally or 
inadvertently-the myths of Arachne and Ariadne are combined into Ariachnes, "the 
word which is no word," say Miller.566 But, rather than dismiss "Ariachnes,"567 Miller 
sees this mini-meron alogon as an opportun ity to look ' inside' the play and consider its 
relationship to fragmentation. 568 Troilus's comment could be 'corrected' to be read 
either as Arachne (i.e. the distinct division in his mind is still as narrow and inaccessible 
as to prevent even a thread from Arachne's destroyed loom to enter) or as Ariadne (i.e. 
565 Tro ilus and Cressida V.ii.172-176 as qtd. in Miller, Reading 138. 
566 Miller, Reading 140. 
567 Numerous Shakespeare col lections throughout the 18th and 19th centuries 'corrected' the line as 
"Arachne's." See The Plays and Poems of William Shakespeare, Volume the Eighth , New York: AMS Press, 
1790; The Dramatic Works of Shakespeare, from the Text of Johnson and Steevens, Philadelphia : Thomas 
Wardle, 1828; and The Dramatic Works of William Shakespeare, from the Text of the Corrected Copies of 
Steevens and Malone, New York: James Conner, 1835. Many of these are reentering modern usage with 
public domain digitization of such works fore-readers. 
568 M iller, Reading 131. 
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the division is inaccessible even to the thread Ariadne used to help navigate the 
Minotaur's Labyrinth). Leaving the passage as "Ariachnes," however, allows for Troilus 
to have his own moment of fragmentation, an utterance of disunity, that more fully 
captures the "strange nature" in his soul. Editing the line to read "Ariadne's" or 
"Arachnes'" corrects an error that is not there and closes off the wonderful, non-unitary 
strangeness that Troilus may be trying to communicate concerning his mind. With 
"Ariachnes," a hermeneutical space opens569 to investigate the implications of 
characters without a unified self. I aim to explore a similar interpretive space in both 
Warren Ellis's Planetary and Alan Moore's Promethea. 
The Promise of Planetary 
When Warren Ellis started producing Planetary through DC Comics's Wildstorm 
imprint in the late 1990s, he was working against a backdrop of a superhero genre that 
had, once again, become practically incoherent. In 1986, DC Comics had released the 
limited series Crisis on Infinite Earths in an attempt to smooth its tangled multiverse into 
one cohesive storyworld. DC rival Marvel Comics made a similar move with their 1996-
1997 Heroes Reborn and Heroes Return series, giving decades-old characters a clean 
slate. By that time, however, DC had worked itself into yet another jumble. Geoff Klock, 
author of How to Read Superhero Comics and Why, details the cosmological muddle that 
the shared DC storyworlds (i.e. "the DC universe" or "DCU") faced: 
569 Ricouer editor Wallace reminds reader, from the first page of his book, "Truth happens in the space 
opened up in the conversation" (1). 
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Afte r sixty years and hu nd reds of titl es, the DC universe, for example, stops 
ma king sense . On a micro-reading, wh ich is expected for any given title, the t ext 
functions normally. Th e Batman t itles are about fighting realistic crime, and no 
place is given for heaven and hell as actually existing, even though Batman works 
wi t h an angel supe rhero, Zauriel, on the Just ice League. In a macro-reading, 
however-one that looks at the DC universe as a whole-massive contradictions 
spring up; why would anyone fight cr ime when faced with at least some kind of 
external proof in a Christian afterlife where earthly wrongs are righted?570 
DC addressed its new critical mass of conflicts as it had in the past with series that 
rewrote much of the characters' realities, colloquially known as 'reboots.' Marvel, too, 
employed narrative devices (e.g. the reality-warping superheroine Scarlet Witch going 
insane, alien shapeshifters dying in the place of heroes thought slain, etc.) to reset much 
of its own multiverse. 
Klock, however, applauds Planetary as "the height of the revisionary superhero 
narrative" for Ellis's incorporation-rather than dismissal-of comic books' publishing 
history. The series was published by the newer Wildstorm imprint of DC Comics, a 
separate superhero line from the ma in DCU. This allowed Ell is to create backstories out 
of whole cloth or as homage to preexisting characters. Planetary achieves superiority 
over t he other superhero t itles, says Klock, by grafting a reading of the entire genre into 
57
° Klock, How to Read 125 . 
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its ongoing storyline . "Planetary is the comic book as literary cr itic," he claims, 
literalizing the trend of one genre or era to supersede another as the central conflict of 
the series, the enplotment of its own publishing legacy.571 
The title of the series refers to the multinational Planetary corporation and its 
three-person, superhuman field team of "mystery archeologists" seeking to uncover the 
secret history of the twentieth century. Along with The Drummer, a twenty-something 
genius able to speak with computers and 'hear' technologies' information, the 
superstrong Jakita Wagner and temperature-manipulating Elijah Snow investigate the 
unexplained or clandestine. In the Wildstorm storyworld, Elijah is considered a "century 
baby," an individual born on January 1, 1900 with fantastic powers and an unnaturally 
long lifespan. Apparently suffering from partial amnesia at the start of the premiere 
issue, he is an ideal addition to the Planetary team, explaining, "There's a hundred years 
of fantastic events that Planetary intends to excavate."572 That excavation, in short, 
consists of all the genres and characters that the modern superhero has overtaken and, 
in effect, buried: pulp heroes like Tarzan, monster movies like Godzilla, the first wave or 
'golden age' of superheroes, etc. "Planetary is the investigation of fiction through 
fiction, on the plane of fiction," says Klock.573 When his How to Read Superhero Comics 
571 Klock, How to Read 153. 
572 Warren Ellis (w) and John Cassaday (a), Planetary: All over the World and Other Stories (La Jolla, CA: 
Wildstorm Productions, 2000} 147. 
573 Klock, How to Read 154-155. 
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and Why was published in October of 2002, Planetary remained a multigenre 
extravaganza, absorbing the conventions of each story type as it built upon them. 
The primary complaints about Planetary at about the time of Klock's publication 
were its gradual move away from the multigenre format and its erratic publishing 
schedule, one that would worsen and, in a remarkably ironic manner, potentially 
threaten the completion of the series. I will address its slide out of the multigenre 
approach shortly. On the subject of its timeliness, though it began as a monthly title in 
February 1999, only fifteen issues were published by October 2002, with nearly another 
year before issue sixteen arrived on shelves in August 2003.574 By this time, Planetary 
had revealed its own mystery, that its latest recruit Elijah Snow is actually Planetary's 
founder; mental blocks had been punitively put on his mind by his enemies, the Four. 
Ellis casts a more nefarious version of Marvel's Fantastic Four as Planetary's villains, a 
quartet looking to dominate and suppress all of the world's mysteries for their own 
benefit. In its metacritical capacity, Planetary suggests that, since the debut of the 
Fantastic Four in 1961, the superhero comic book has been largely controlled by their 
model.575 Commanding an earlier three-person team of Wagner, The Drummer, and 
reality-altering Ambrose Chase, Elijah had opposed the Four and failed; playing along 
with his amnesia, Wagner and The Drummer hope that bringing Elijah back aboard the 
574 Darius, Julian . "Appendix: Sequencing Planetary." Keeping the World Strange: A Planetary Guide. 
Edwardsville, IL: Sequart Research & Literary Organization, 2011. 159-164. 
575 Hyman, David. Notes Toward a Super Fiction: Revision, Temporality and the Superhero Genre. Diss. City 
University of New York, 2010. 105-106. 
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team will restore his hole-ridden mind. Elijah's spotty memory recalls the series 
publishing schedule, with months- and seasons-long absences between events. 
Moreover, once the Four were destroyed in October 2006's issue #26, three full years 
passed for real-world consumers before the series' denouement, issue #27, arrived in 
October 2009. Klock claims Planetary's approach for restoring the superhero genre falls 
"under the heading of maieutics (a word derived from the Greek maicutikos, 
'midwifery') [ ... ] designed to make us recognize something previously latent in our 
mind."576 Unlocking Elijah's mind is the narrative expression of unveiling the superhero 
genre's debt to preexisting story types. However, delivering this idea and birthing this 
series proves much easier for Ellis than continuing to consistently nourish it-only two-
and-a-half-years' worth of episodes were released across a decade. Prior to the last two 
issues, the holes in Planetary's existence could have signaled that the Four, the 
pervading norms of the superhero genre, have ultimately won. 
The further irony of Planetary's publication slow-down and near-permanent 
hiatus lies in Elijah's mission of saving teammate Ambrose Chase. With Elijah removed 
from the team, the Four allow the remainder of Planetary to continue its mission 
"because it amuses them." During an investigation, Chase, Wagner, and The Drummer 
discover an active experiment site where radical scientists are attempting to bring an 
inhabitant back from a fictional reality. In many ways, one can read this experiment as 
576 Klock, How to Read 10. 
234 
an echo of what Klock claims Planetary does-again, it investigates "fiction through 
fiction, on the plane of fiction." Chase, a man with the impossible powers of slowing 
down time and locally suspending physics, is attempting to confirm the existence of a(n 
even more) fictional being. In the result ing confl ict, Chase suffers critical gunshot 
wounds and uses his reality-altering powers to warp physics around himself, freezing 
himself outside of time. To Wagner and The Drummer, Chase entirely disappears just as, 
for readers, Planetary would disappear for months. With his memory restored and the 
Four eliminated, Elijah reasons that Chase did not die but is in stasis, waiting to be 
pulled back into physical time. Like Planetary from 2006-2009, Chase is not kaput, only 
dormant. As Elijah gradually pursues this agenda, the title itself slides away from its 
multigenre approach. Snarling at his teammates, "I'm not playing anyone's game but my 
own anymore," he refuses to explain his ruthless tactics for eliminating the Four and 
moving on to Chase's rescue.577 Ellis's voice can be heard in Elijah's : the determination 
to finish his story even if it means, to readers' disappointment, abandoning Planetary's 
original genre-hopping gimmick. Fulfilling what he considers to be his life's mission, 
Elijah uses the Four's technology to release Chase from his self-imposed time bubble, 
and emergency teams tend to the lost man's wounds. Pulled back from its limbo-like 
state, Planetary ends with Elijah assuring Chase of the future that awaits all of them: 
577 Warren Ellis {w) and John Cassaday {a), Planetary: Spacetime Archeology {La Jolla, CA: Wildstorm 
Productions, 2010) 129. For more on game-play in Planetary, see Lewis, A. David. "The Man Who Knew 
the Game." Keeping the World Strange: A Planetary Guide . Edwardsville, IL: Sequart Research & Literary 
Organization, 2011. 
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"No more lost years for you and me, Ambrose."578 Perhaps the superhero genre can 
continue now, as Klock hoped, with the ability to reshape its aging generic bonds. 
The Promise of Promethea 
Like Planetary, Alan Moore's Promethea also begins as one thing and ends as 
another. Whereas Planetary shifts from a multigenre metacommentary on superhero 
titles to a narrative expression of its own publishing woes, Promethea starts as a 
renewal of the superheroine figure and becomes a platform for Moore's mystical views. 
Akin to Planetary on the Wildstorm imprint, Promethea was published under the 
America's Best Comics (or ABC) banner, a subsidiary of Wildstorm, itself a branch of DC 
Comics but wholly separate from the DC universe. ABC was populated only by titles 
written by Moore and loosely connected by a shared storyworld. In his 2002 book, Klock 
called Promethea, which had debuted in August of 1999, "perhaps too young to fully 
comment upon,"579 but he did seem to hold generally the same view of it as feminist 
comics creator and historian Trina Robbins who "gushingly called Promethea 'what 
Wonder Woman should be if she hadn't been destroyed by generations of idiots."'580 
From the beginning, Promethea appeared poised to fulfill the long-sought promise of a 
fully realized female superhero. Klock only mentions in a footnote that the goal of 
Promethea for Moore "is to educate readers about the various mystical systems and 
578 Ellis and Cassaday, Spacetime Archeology 213 . 
579 Kl ock, How to Read 114. 
580 qt d. in Kraemer and Win slade 274. 
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re lated theories of the universe," to which he quickly adds that "such a reductive 
statement seems t o do Promethea an injustice." 581 Uphold ing the superheroine 
standard-"carv[ing] a space for a genuinely female superhero narrative"582-sounds a 
loftier goal to Klock than t o provide a supernatural, philosoph ica l tour of the cosmos. By 
the time Promethea completed its thirty-two-issue run in February 2005, what Klock 
saw as a secondary goal stood revealed as Moore's primary ambition for the series. 
Writing with the benefit of hindsight in 2007, Douglas Walk more accurately 
identifies the engine behind Promethea but, along with its detractors, misses its 
ultimate destination, its larger connection to Moore's body of work. He says: 
When Promethea began its thirty-two-issue comic book run in 1999, it looked 
like it was going to be Moore's riff on Wonder Woman : a story about a 
superheroine with mythological connections, one of the flagship titles of 
Moore's whimsical America 's Best Comics project . By the time it ended, it had 
turned into something very different: a rather wonderful excuse for Moore to 
explain his version of hermetic Kabbalistic philosophy.583 
To many, Promethea and the America's Best Comics line felt like an 'excuse' for Moore. 
Writing in December of 2000, Planetary creator Ellis reflected online about flak Moore 
was receiving: that Moore was engaging in retro, pulp fiction rather than "serious, 
581 Klock, How to Read 114 n. 246. 
582 Klock, How to Read 99. 
583 Wal k 245. 
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challenging work." 584 Like Klock, Ellis may also have misjudged Moore with Promethea, 
praising it as "short and uncomplicated. It's the equivalent of the perfect three-minute 
pop single."585 Ellis suggests readers look at Moore's work in other media (e.g. spoken-
word performance, novel-length prose) for his next masterpiece-in Ellis's words, for 
"the work that changes things."586 Yet, in his Studies in Comics essay "A Hammer to 
Shape Reality : Alan Moore's Graphic Novels and the Avant-Gardes," Andres Romero-
J6dar contends that all of Moore's works effect change; in a manner similar to the 
avant-garde painters of the early twentieth century, Moore, at the end of the twentieth 
century, shapes "narratives against those globalizing definitions of the self and 
homogenizing social orders."587 All along, Moore is building Promethea as a benign virus 
to infect superhero genre readers with the concepts of hermetic Kabbalah and 
egalitarian paganism, and through them, a diminished tie to unitary selfhood. 
Promethea tells the story of graduate student Sophie Bangs and her 
transformation into the superheroine Promethea as well as the ensuing transformation 
of her society. For her college degree, Sophie has been researching the character 
Promethea's recurrences throughout centuries of storytelling-from medieval lore on 
the warrior-woman to mid-twentieth-century comic books featuring the same 
character's name. Sophie comes to find that each Promethea manifestated into reality 
584 Ellis, Alone 233. 
585 Ellis, Alone 41. 
586 Ellis, Alone 233. 
587 Romero-J6dar, Andres. "A Hammer to Shape Real ity : Alan Moore's Graphic Novels and the Avant-
Gard es." Studies in Comics 2.1 {2011): 39. 
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when an author or artist conjured her through the act of creating art; composing a story 
of Promethea made one into Promethea. Apparently, the first Promethea was the 
young daughter of a sixth-centu ry Egyptian magician who, upon his murder, had her 
safeguarded outside of the tangible world in the human imagination. By imagining 
Prometh ea, Sophie also transforms into her and learns of the individuals who previously 
held that identity. Each of the previous Prometheas has left the material world to reside 
in a fantastic realm called the 1m materia, with the exception of Sophie's immediate 
predecessor Barbara Shelley (nee Ramirez). Other forces are aligning to oppose 
Promethea's newest manifestation, however, and Barbara dies from injuries received 
defending Sophie. Surprisingly, the former Promethea does not join the others in the 
lmmateria. A mid-twentieth century Promethea explains, "[Barbara] went beyond, 
Sophie. She said to say goodbye. You have to let her go . She's gone into the magic, 
where people can't follow. Forget her, honey."588 With the threats against her now 
under control, Sophie remains unsatisfied and goes in search of Barbara in the afterlife. 
Reunited, the two journey together up the kabbalistic Tree of Life to locate Barbara's 
late husband Steve . Their journey takes them through various sephirot, or cosmic 
realms; Barbara finds Steve at last at the Tree's apex, the point closest to godhead. All 
three return to Earth, Steve and Barbara as reincarnated twins and Sophie in her role as 
588 Moore, Alan (w) and J.H. Williams Ill (a), Promethea, Book Two. La Jolla, CA: America' s Best Comics, 
2001. 63. 
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Promethea. Their expe rience in the afterlife and of the sephirot, however, has revealed 
Promethea's ultimate purpose: to bring about the end of the world . 
The apocalypse brought on by Sophie/Promethea is not a purely destructive one 
but, instead, the end of a worldview, as Jackson Ayes explains in The Encyclopedia of 
Comic Books and Graphic Novels: 
In the new world, the division between imagination and reality is weakened, and 
ideas coexist in harmony rather than conflict. For example, a newly-enlightened 
friend of Sophie's tells her, "So, like I have this Baptist business going on, but at 
the same time ... well, I'm sort of worshipping this pagan hearth-goddess called 
Hestia," to which Sophie replies, "Yeah, well, that's okay. It's okay to worship 
everything." The egalitarian pantheism that Promethea initiates illustrates 
Moore's reverence for stories and ideas as powerful, yet adaptable, entities that 
cooperate to create our notion of reality, and rejects a concrete vision of reality 
reflected by a universai"Truth ."589 
Promethea's apocalypse brings about enlightenment on a worldwide scale. Kraemer and 
Winslade describe the event as "the paradigm-shattering experience that all of being is 
interconnected, interdependent, and ultimately one. Speaking directly to the reader, 
Promethea offers a vision in which all human beings see the divine reflected in 
589 Ayres, Jackson. "Promethea." The Encyclopedia of Comic Books and Graphic Novels, volume 2. Denver, 
CO : Greenwood,2010.489. 
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themse lves, in every ot her human being, an d in everyt hing that is." 590 We are all on e 
and, therefore, always accompanied and multiple, never isolated or alone. Sophie's new 
boyfriend Marcus rewrites T.S. El iot in summarizing the revelation {literally, apocalypse) 
that triggers the global awakening: " I mean, like, it doesn' t end with a bang, right? Or a 
whi mper. It ends with, 'Hey, yeah. I get it ."'591 The penult imate issue of Promethea 
remains consistent with Romero-J6dar's argument: Moore's writing is most often a push 
for a vision of new social orders beginning with a reexamination of the self,592 one that 
relies not on what Miller identifies as the fiction of a unified selfhood, but on what 
might be a greater "Truth" : a comfortably multiple one, a personai "Ariachnes." 
The Afterlives of Planetary and Promethea and Multiple Selfhood 
To help communicate the viability of a self of multiplicity to readers, both 
Planetary and Promethea employ the scene a faire of a character journeying into the 
afterlife. Neither series employs what might be considered traditional Jewish, Christian, 
or Islamic depictions of the afterlife. Instead, characters reflect the disorientation of the 
reader and operate as what Kukkonen calls surrogate readers, who are expl icitly "given 
explanations [ ... so that] readers acquire by proxy the mental model that the surrogates 
construct at the diegetic leve1."593 Detailed explanations of their bewildering 
circumstances are given to the characters so that the readers, too, can comprehend 
59
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them. The superhero afterlife subgenre's elements can still be utilized to better 
understand the selfhood being communicated by the stories, but in these non-
traditional afterlife environments, the elements begin to tangle with their original 
delimiting functions, too. One function of the subgenre elements, as detailed in chapter 
one, is to make the afterlife settings more palatable and relatable to the reader; in 
Promethea and Planetary, the elements begin to signal readers how untenable a 
presumption of unified selfhood may be in application to the characters. The elements 
retain their value for communicating selfhood for a reading community but perhaps not 
the models of selfhood the community expects. Traditional narrative conventions begin 
to collapse in these stories, yet the elements retain and expand in their generic function. 
Surrogate readers are more necessary in Planetary and Promethea than in the previous 
chapters' examples due to the twistiness that ensues when tracking the subgenre's 
elements through Ellis and Moore's texts. 
In many ways, Elijah already served as a surrogate reader in Planetary as the 
amnesiac having the corporation's goals and methods (re-)explained to him/us. Yet in 
issue #21, after much of his memory has been restored, he resumes this role for readers 
as he explores the afterlife. On his blog in 2006, Klock laments that the themes of the 
series change circa issue #21 and that Ellis's writing became lazy following issue #15, 
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approximately Planetary's halfway point. 594 The two issues Klock cites are notable. First, 
issue #15 arrived on comics store shelves a month before the terrorist attacks of 
September 11, 2001; a two-year hiatus followed before the next issue, perhaps 
reflecting a change of geopolitical perspective or motivation for Ellis, combined with his 
ailing health.595 For the purposes of my analysis, however, issue #21 is crucial in that it 
features Planetary's only direct exploration of the afterlife. Elijah's views change when 
he has an epiphany about his essential purpose, and not coincidentally, so does the 
thrust of the series, as well as the model of selfhood it may be trying to convey. 
Planetary flirts with notions of the afterlife prior to Elijah's consultation in issue 
#21 with the magician/dream archeologist Melanctha. In issue #3, the Planetary field 
team encounters the ghost of slain Japanese cop Chi-Wai out for revenge against his 
murderers. The ghost contends that there is no afterlife : "After this, there's nothing. Do 
you see? There's no sin, no Hell for our bastards to burn in. No great punishment in the 
next life for the killers and rapists. That's why I was brought back. They need to be cut 
out of the world now."596 Of course, the ghost offers no explanation as to who the 
"they" who sent him back are, nor whether his operating as a tool of justice597 might 
constitute the system he claims is absent. In issue #8, the team is led to the remains of 
594 Klock, Geoff. " Planetary: A Rant about Story Failures." Remarkable: Short Appreciations of Poetry and 
Pop Culture. 30 October 2006. Web. 
595 Ellis, Warren. "The Pub Is My Womb." WarrenEI!is.com. 27 January 2006. Web. 
596 Ellis and Cassaday, All over the World 67. 
597 Notably, his last words to the field team are "You people came looking for a mystery. But there is none. 
There's just us." When The Drummer asks, "Did he say 'j ustice?"' El ijah pointedly corrects him : "No. Just 
us" {72) . 
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U.S. Science City Zero, an illegal human subjects testing facility, by one of its victims, a 
resurrected woman named Allison. Allison reports, "They shot me, you know. Quite 
literally. Took me out back of the canteen, put me up against the stores wall and shot 
me. Five of them. With rifles . [ .. . ] And then they brought me back. Just to see if they 
could." 598 Though she does get some manner of justice from Planetary exposing the 
crimes of Science City Zero, Allison knows her resurrector to be Dr. Randall Dowling, 
leader of the nefarious Four, not some cosmic balance-righter. Chi-Wai's death and 
return is less akin to Allison's-though the suggestion of some 'middle state' between 
her life, death, and reanimation plainly exists-than to that of John Leather in issue #22. 
Nineteeth-century Texas Ranger Leather was mortally wounded by a gang of mine 
bandits and, on the verge of dying, is found by an unnamed outcast Potawatomi 
shaman . William Leather, a member of the Four and John Leather's grandson, recounts 
that the Indian "decided to test John Leather to see if he was worth saving. [ ... ] He 
dosed him with Indian drugs from his medicine pouch" and said, "Now we see what kind 
of ghost man you are." Through series artist John Cassaday's wordless page of 
illustration, it appears as though John Leather spirals through the same afterlife 
sequence that Elijah experiences with Melanctha in issue #21.599 "John Leather was 
598 Ellis, Warren {w) and John Cassaday {a) . Planetary: The Fourth Man. La Jolla, CA: Wildstorm 
Productions, 2001. 38. 
599 Ellis and Cassaday, Spacetime Archeology 73-75. 
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never the same again," reports his grandson. The nineteenth-century lawman adopts 
the vigilante role of the Dead Ranger, another returned-from-the-dead justice-seeker.600 
Several of the subgenre elements are present in Elijah's experience of the 
afterlife, but they tangle in such a way as to suggest challenging the entire notion of 
unified selfhood rather than merely refining it. Elijah meets with the mystic Melanctha 
because she has previously helped him find clarity and direction when confronted with a 
major task ahead. This time, he has come to determine the best way to eliminate the 
Four. Melanctha engages in her consultation by drugging Elijah's tea with potent herbs 
that will allow his mind to penetrate the "wall beyond microscale [ ... ] a place beyond the 
sight of our microscopes" -the afterlife that undergirds existence.601 (Presumably, 
Melanctha's tea is made from the same plant forced upon John Leather.) While Elijah's 
body remains in Melanctha's house, his mind, soul, or electromagnetic energy travels to 
the afterlife, what Melanctha calls, "the world of the dead. An ecology of souls. The 
600 It is worth mentioning that, when Elijah goes seeking first the advice and then the capture of super-spy 
John Stone, he selects a remote bar in Kazakhstan call "The Last Shot." Because of the bar's proximity to a 
rogue Soviet nuclear testing facility, the erratic electromagnetic fields in the area make it impossible to 
survey, corrupting all manner of recording equipment. Espousing the theory that human souls are 
themselves electromagnetic fields, Stone explains, 
[ ... ) Heaven and Hell are nothing but siege engines set in a constant tug-of-war against each 
other, and souls provide the coal. This is the place where the afterlife gets cheated. 
Electromagnetic fields, you see, get terminally disrupted by nuclear explosions. [The Soviet 
scientists] have their last drink and their photo taken here, and then go to be strapped to an 
underground nuclear test device (Ellis and Cassday, The Fourth Man 105). 
All of this would be outlandish theory and without merit if the Planetary field team had not seen 
something closely resembling a soul-powered siege engine in Japan that Chi-Wai says, " It's God" (Ellis and 
Cassaday, All over the World 53). Both Elijah and John Leather also each pass through a panel of 
resembling this soul chamber, and Melanctha affirms the same electromagnetic theory, lending credence 
to it as the genuine metaphysics of the soul for the Planetary storyworld. 
601 Ellis and Cassaday, Spacetime Archeology 56. 
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world beyond[ ... ] The underworld. Valhalla . The Bardo. Heaven" and "the factory f loor 
of universal existence."602 If Elijah is indeed travelling, then this could be the alternate 
dimension element; though Melanctha calls it "dream archeology," she also emphasizes 
that it is not a hallucination, making it an example of the dream/hallucination element if 
readers do not interpret this as an authentic journey. That is, readers can have one of 
those elements but not the other, putting the process of configuring selfhood through 
these elements at odds with itself. Elijah encounters (or believes he encounters) gas-
communicating spheroids, primordial beings, that Melanctha calls {/informational 
superobjects existing outside of history" (see Figures 4.4-4.5).603 They engage Elijah, flee 
from him, return to communicate briefly, then retreat entirely. These superobjects can 
be read as a curious form of the A/astor element if they are components of the afterlife 
from which Elijah is then expelled. Are they the place or are they its inhabitants? The 
question itself blurs a distinction between character and setting, between self and 
world. While the heroic reversal and liberated character elements do not seem to 
manifest here, Elijah begins to engage in new, bloodthirsty tactics to eliminate the Four 
and save Ambrose . These elements can be counted if one considers this "factory floor" 
always to be present and the influence of the afterlife to extend beyond one's visit 
there, a visitation that is supposed to be outside of time in any case. Therefore, five of 
the six elements can be found if readers reshape how they view character, setting, and 
602 Ellis and Cassaday, Spacetime Archeology 59, 65 . 
603 Ellis and Cassaday, Spacetime Archeology 63. 
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time, the building blocks of narrative. The elements can function to say, essentially, that 
the traditional narrative system and model of unified selfhood has collapsed. 
Elijah's new understanding of himself through this afterlife experience could be 
read to include the familial encounter element. Planetary #18 suggests that Elijah was 
born in a rural portion of the American South-he mentions his "Uncle Caleb's 
homemade liquor" and initially speaks with dropped -g's-but readers never otherwise 
learn about or see his family. 604 His later encounter with the superobjects may explain 
the lack of emphasis on his biological family. Before sending him back to his physical 
body, the superobjects convey a powerful message to Elijah: he is a function, not a 
person. As one of the century babies, Elijah protects the welfare of the twentieth 
century against threats like the Four. The superobjects flee from him, he says, because 
"I'm outside the system. It's not that I'm here while alive. It's that ... l'm not alive. They're 
saying I'm not alive and not dead. I'm outside the system."605 Melanctha calls Elijah and 
his fellow century babies "constructs.[ ... ] You all have different functions . Certainly you 
are all self-aware and unique individuals. But here is the proof [ .. . ]-You are not 
naturally alive." Either Elijah has been encountering 'family' all throughout the series 
(e.g. century babies like Tarzan-analog Lord Blackstock in issue #17 or pulp hero Doc 
Savage alternate Doc Brass in issue #1}, or worse, he has no real family. The closest he 
604 Ellis, W arren {w) and John Cassaday {a). Planetary: Leaving the Twentieth Century. La Jolla, CA : 
Wildstorm Productions, 2004. 1. 
605 Elli s and Cassaday, Spacetime Archeology 64. 
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Figure 4.4. Elijah Snow encounters the 'inhabitants' of Planetary's afterlife, beings of pure 
information (Ellis and Cassaday, Spacetime Archeology 60-61). 
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Figure 4.5. The "superobjects" seem uncertain of how to engage Snow (Ellis and Cassaday, 
Spacetime Archeology 62-63). N 
~ 
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may have to fami ly are th ese su perobjects : "Yo u are a thing created to do a job, Mr. 
Snow/' says Melanctha.606 People have famili es, and charact ers act as though t hey have 
families, but Elijah has learned that he is someth ing else . Though his f ictionality and his 
storyworld's are left la rgely unacknowledged, the knowledge that Elijah fulfills a role 
determined by outside influence makes him starkly a cha racter-a con structed figure 
meant to resemble and behave as a living person. Elijah comes to accept this 
understanding of himself, one that a reader could reject for his or her own selfhood, and 
sees it reflected in the cases of Chi-Wai and Leather, individuals selected through the 
afterlife to perform a function. He tells his teammates, "We look and act and perform 
and even die like humans, but we're something else. We have tasks. We don't always 
know it. Sometimes we're not up to it. But we' re machines constructed by life's invisible 
defense system to do a job." 607 Elijah almost recognizes that he is a fiction in the pages 
of Planetary, but such a realization is less pertinent here than the incorporation of his 
cosmi-immunological origins. Elijah, Chai-Wai, and Leather are what I term one-plus 
characters, existing as inside-the-narrative-system characters do, yet aware of operating 
for another system either encasing or creating their storyworld. For readers to 
internalize such a model for themselves, they would need to abandon a sense of unicity 
and acknowledge a portion of their selves connected to (and tasked by) something 
beyond/outside everyday existence. 
606 El lis and Cassaday, Spacet ime Archeology 66. 
607 Ellis and Cassaday, Spacetime Archeology 120. 
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The subgenre elements of Promethea also collapse when a unified selfhood is 
assumed, but the comic accomplishes the introduction of a self of multiplicity through 
an overabundance of narrative examples. For instance, going to the lmmateria alone 
could constitute the alternate dimension element for Sophie, but she travels to the 
fringes of even that realm, a task considered too dangerous by the other, former 
Prometheas. Moreover, Sophie's is a journey into numerous alternate dimensions at 
once, as much an expedition into the afterlife as into the unconscious, into dreams,608 
into the imagination,609 into states of consciousness, 610 into the planetary system,611 etc. 
At the conclusion of her trek through up the sephirot, Sophie returns to Earth, along 
with the souls of Barbara and her husband Steve, by leaping from the top of godhead 
and falling through all manner of the universe (see Figures 4.6-4.7): the planets are as 
much celestial objects as they are sephirot or Williams's art style for each respective 
issue. Steve and Barbara have both the form of a nude man and woman as well as flying 
doves, either high above the thirty-two paths of the kabbalistic cosmic tree or 
transcending all of them by having experienced them. Readers are provided with 
multitudinous levels of reading their movement, making the standard-yet-extraordinary 
crossing into the hereafter too pat as an exclusive interpretation. 
608 Moore, Alan (w) and J.H. Williams Ill (a), Promethea, Book Three . La Jolla, CA: America's Best Comics, 
2002. 30. 
609 Moore and Williams, Three 44. 
61
° Kra emer and Winslade 276. 
611 Moore and Williams, Three 45. 
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The familial encounter also goes beyond one isolated instance, applying to a 
number of scenes at once. Barbara is reunited with Steve only after abandoning a shade 
of Steve, her memories of him rather than his independent soul.612 In fact, Barbara is 
also reunited with her fifteen year-old self in the form of her "holy £$%&in' guardian 
angel" Boo-Boo Ramirez.613 It is difficult to determine how separate a figure Boo-Boo is 
from Barbara, whether Boo-Boo is a manifestation of something within Barbara or a 
separate and divine entity. At the same time, a counterfactual answer-that Boo-Boo is 
both-could apply, given that Sophie can be separated from Promethea briefly so that 
each can visit with their respective fathers. 614 Among the multiple forms of family 
presented, the highest sephira Kether offers the ultimate expression of human 
connectedness, that all are one. If everyone is 'family' in that everyone is part of the 
same being,615 then either this element collapses and becomes nonsensical or, my 
preference, suggests that we are constantly engaging in familial encounters, especially 
when (re)engaging with our selves. Similarly, when considering the liberated character 
element, a number of interwoven nominees arise: Barbara, Sophie's original target for 
rescue, is found, but so is her late husband Steve. The two are 'liberated' not only from 
612 Moore and Williams, Three 40. 
613 Moore and Williams, Three 70. 
614 Moore, Alan (w) and J.H. Williams Ill (a). Promethea, Book Four. La Jolla, CA: America's Best Comics, 
2003. 14-23. 
615 The climax of Promethea, Sophie bringing about the end of the world, also emphasizes this idea, with 
every individual being spoken to by Promethea at once. She says, "Know that our universe is all one place, 
a single firelit room, all time a single moment. Know that there has only ever been one person here. Know 
you are everything forever" See Moore, Alan (w) and J.H. Williams Ill (a). Promethea, Book Five. La Jolla, 
CA : America's Best Comics, 2005 . 145. 
Figure 4.6. Promethea leads Steve and Barbara back down all manner of existence(s) (Moore 
and Williams, Four 122-123). N V1 
N 
Figure 4.7. Steve and Barbara transform into a new set of symbols (Moore and Williams, Four 
124-125). N 
U"1 
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the afterlife but also from their identities-though not of their rapport to each oth er, as 
they are reborn as twins. Sophie also escapes what threatened to be a one-way trip, and 
though she returns to her own body, she is also 'reborn' with new personal insight and a 
modified form of Promethea. " It's me," she explains, "but I'm different now."616 
Sophie's quest to find Barbara also requi red her to assign Promethea temporarily to 
someone else, her friend Stacia Venderveer; to aid her, Sophie appoints Grace 
Brannagh, the 1920s-1930s Promethea existing in the lmmateria, to return to Earth and 
manifest through Stacia .617 Liberation, it seems, can come in many forms, none of which 
leave the individual as he or she was previously and none of which leave anyone as 
singular (e.g. Barbara & Steve/the twins, Sophie/modified Promethea, Stacia/Grace). To 
read these elements for selfhood is to understand selfhood as necessarily multiple. 
Since the subgenre elements in Promethea have, as presented thus far, 
encouraged a reading of the self as multiple, it should be no surprise that the final three 
elements (i.e. dream/hallucination, heroic reversal, and A/astor) have to do with the 
threat of loss of self: multiplicity is posed as a far favorable circumstance to either 
absence or emptiness. The dream/hallucination element can be best located between 
the sephirot of Chesed and Binah, when Barbara and Sophie experience a broken 
section of the kabbalistic cosmic tree, Daath . There, existence and reality are uncertain, 
a place where the universe is cracked and bearing the scars of a broken cosmos. The 
616 Moore and Williams, Four 163. 
617 Moore and Williams, Three 17. 
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two women find themselves continuously falling, slipping in and out of consciousness, 
imagining drowning then being lost in the desert, over and over. 618 This sequence comes 
twice and bookends their time in Daath,619 the void -li ke "false sephira, or the invisible 
sephira,"620 operating both before and after their time in this particular null-realm. With 
no caption boxes surrounding the text, no clear narrator given, and no obvious 
sequence ordered, this disorienting dream threatens them not with disorderliness, but 
with becoming endlessly lost. As they do in several sephirot, Barbara and Sophie meet 
with manifestations of real-life magicians Aleister Crowley and Austin Osman Spare. This 
time, Crowley is attempting to summon Choronzon, "the demon of dispersal,"621 into 
himself because, speculates Sophie, "Maybe he thought being torn into pieces was 
necessary."622 Rending oneself into pieces is preferable to failing to render oneself at all; 
multiplicity is to be favored over nullification (or only a fractional selfhood, a less-than-
whole one). Crowley's attempt may explain why different aspects of him are spread all 
across the sephirot :623 he has been dispersed-not destroyed -across every one of its 
618 Moore and Williams, Four 27, 50. Again, returning to subtle references of the classical physical 
elements, the pair is threatened by air, water, and earth but not, as readers familiar with a trad it ional hell 
might expect, by f ire . 
619 Promethea and Barbara were engaged in a similar but far less dream-l ike loop previously as they 
traversed the Hod sephira, the " realm of language, magic, and intellect" (Moore and Williams, Three 56). 
That mbbius stri p-styled double-page spread had deliberate sequence and un ity, unlike their "endless 
falling" later (Moore and Williams, Three 27). 
620 Moore and Williams, Four 31. 
621 Moore and Williams, Four 46. 
622 Moore and Williams, Four47 . 
623 Multiple versions of Crowley also appear on each page of issue #12 as Promethea attempts to 
comprehend magic through each card of the tarot . There, though, Crowley advances in age by page, from 
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states. In order to exit the metaphysical black hole that is Daath and its endlessness, 
Sophie and Barbara are torn apart, too.624 The pair thereafter find themselves relatively 
unscat hed but able to move on to the next sephira and beyond. Sophie and Barbara's 
ability to traverse Daath and travel on may be as a result of allowing themselves to be 
un-pieced, broken into component parts, rather than lost in one-ness. 
The emphasis on personal multiplicity may explain why the heroic reversal 
element feels far less pointed in Promethea: if one is composed of many different 
selves, then the fact that she may not always act as altruistically as her best, most 
'heroic' self is to be expected. That is, the purpose of this element as given in chapter 
one is to display how a character's sense of morality is unbalanced by the reality of an 
afterlife. The realization that there is an existence after death that may (or may not) 
address the moral quality of one's life could give the vigilante crime-buster pause, as in 
Klock's case for Batman above. In Promethea, though, neither Sophie nor Barbara was 
passionately dedicated to the cause of justice when they each came to manifest as 
Promethea. Rather, it is the nature of Promethea, of the little girl whose father was 
murdered, that compels her current host into superheroics. Therefore, for example, 
when both Sophie and Barbara feel the effects of the fifth sephira Gevurah, when they 
neonatal to decomposing corpse, perhaps suggesting his lifelong tie to magic and its hold on him even 
outside the natural lifespan. 
624 The two women already went through a rather visceral rending at the blade of Death's scythe when 
moving from the third to the fourth sphere, from what Sophie explains as moving toward "the solar 
sphere, the highest self" ; to continue their journey, she explains, " it's like our lower personal ity .. . the thing 
we think of as us ... has to die" (102} . Though 'only' symbolic, Death t ea rs them apart, limb from bloody 
limb; reconstituted therea fter, Barbara quips, "Y' know, that metaphorica l stu ff ... really hurts" (104}. 
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begin to go on a rage and shout their excitement about violently punishing the immoral 
(see Figure 4.8), I take it as less a reversal caused by the subgenre and more an 
expression of Gevurah's state of consciousness (i.e. the sphere of Mars, war, power, 
severity, and judgment}.625 Similarly, the sadness and impotence they exhibit in the 
watery sephira Netzach also reads as an expression of hidden parts of th emselves, not a 
sudden narrative aberration.626 Labeling something as "out of character" here cuts 
against the way the story demonstrates the variety found in any one character. While 
the consistency of my subgenre elements may suffer in not pinning heroic reversal on 
any scene, the element's overabundance underscores a message of multiplicity. 
During their time in the sephira Gevurah, Sophie and Barbara encounter the figure most 
closely resembling the A/astor element, the demon Asmodeus. Infected with Gevurah's 
fierce rage they are pulled into his under-realm, "the adverse side of the Tree,"627 the 
Qlippoth, where he introduces himself: 
Promethea- "We're someplace bad." 
Asmodeus- "YOU'RE IN THE WORLD OF SHELLS. YOU'RE IN THE BLACK BARK ON 
THE OTHER SIDE OF THE TREE. YOU'RE WHERE I LIVE. I AM THE DEMON REGENT 
CALLED ASMODEUS."628 
The Qlippoth is off the path of the sephirot and, as will be the peril with Daath, 
625 Moore an d Williams, Three 140-141. 
626 Moore and Williams, Three 94. 
627 Moore and Williams, Three 140. 
628 Moore and Williams, Three 139. 
Figure 4.8. The vengeful and fiery aspects of Promethea and Barbara manifest 
themselves in Gevurah (Moore and Williams, Three 138}. 
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Asmodeus th reatens to thwa rt t he wom en from retu rn ing to t heir journ ey by consu ming 
them here. When the pai r exp resses surprise an d skept icism at his human-like 
appearance, he replies, " I DO NOT LOOK LIKE ANYTHING" (see Figure 4.9}.629 He says he 
has no single form but a multitude of them. Defensively, Sophie stutters, "Y-you're not 
even Asmodeus. He had th ree heads an d rode a dragon ... " to which he further explains, 
"DEMONS CANNOT LIE. WE ARE MORE THAN ONE IDENTITY. MORE THAN ONE 
PLACE." 630 What the demons say is true: a Ia McCloud's earlier discussion of Magritte, 
there are several versions of Asmodeus on the page located in several places at once-
namely, in the many sequential panels.631 In t he hands of the reader, he is in the "bark" 
of an altogether different "tree," namely the paper of a comic book; he is more than one 
place at a time, spread across numerous panels and pages, and he only looks like what 
illustrator Williams and the reader understand him to look like . 
When Sophie accepts Asmodeus's ot her forms, she treats him with respect 
rather than fear and causes him to adopt a kindl ier aspect, that of a human-looking 
aristocrat. Barbara and Sophie come to understand that Asmodeus is more like 
humanity than like deity, having a variety of passions and impulses. His burden is that he 
exists in Ql ippoth, in the shell or "husk" of a place where sacred energy once existed but 
has now left it empty. When Boo-Boo reclaims the two women, she commiserates with 
629 Moore and Willi ams, Three 140. 
630 Moore and Will iams, Th ree 141. 
631 Furt her, his snake-se lf is, in effect , creati ng t he panel divisions wit h his many legs in Figure 4.9. He can 
be found in many places as we ll as being those many places, too. 
Figure 4.9. Asmodel explains his realm and his existence as "MORE THAN ONE IDENTITY," 
including the layout of the page itself (Moore and Williams, Three 140-141). N 
O'l 
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Asmod eus and finds him to be angelic, just "stuck with the di rtiest job is all," 632 th at of 
consuming or burning the impurities out of passing souls. The implication could be taken 
here that-if "sacred energy is meaning," as Asmodeus claims,633 and meaning comes 
from variety of interpretations-then anything that is singular and unchanging is a husk 
or sh ell. Both Promet hea's apocalypse and the depiction of godhead in the highest 
sephira endorse this reading : we are always more than one identity, and we are never 
alone or empty unless we isolate ourselves and view ourselves as disconnected wholes. 
Only in taking characters and, by extension, selfhood to be unified and autonomous 
without inner variety or outer connections do they become self-consuming Qlippoth-like 
shells. 
Fulfilling Miller with the Comics Hermeneutic for Multiplicity 
Planetary and Promethea' s concerns with multiplicity extend beyond the ir 
afterlife plotlines, though Ellis's work may not have been able to fol low th rough on this 
as fully as Moore's. From its inception, Ellis conceived of Planetary as having no one set 
cover design but, instead, a look that "will radically change each issue."634 For comics 
expert Will Allred, this means that Planetary would be distinguishing itself from other 
comics titles, particularly superhero series, that are normally locked into one trademark 
632 Moore and Wi llia ms, Three 150. 
633 Moore and Williams, Three 149. 
634 Ell is, Wa rren. "Planetary Original Proposal." Planetary Comic Appreciation . N.d. Web. 
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look.635 Along with the varying design of Planetary' s format, the design of Planetary's 
universe is explicitly variable as well: as Doc Brass recounts to Elijah, the shape of their 
reality can be imagined as a "theoretical Snowflake existing in 196,833 dimensional 
space. The Snowflake rotates. Each element of the Snowflake rotates. Each rotation 
describes an entirely new universe." 636 In other words, Planetary's storyworld 
acknowledges the existence of others, of the whole multiverse, and the multiplicity 
inherent in all of existence. At the series' conclusion and the rescue of Ambrose Chase, 
multiple versions of the Planetary team from alternative futures arrive on the scene. 
Since the world's first time-manipulation device had to be activated to save Ambrose, 
that moment became the earliest point in time to which future time travelers could go. 
Therefore, a multitude of separate Jakitas, Drummers, Ambroses, and Elijahs come to 
visit this 'ground zero' from a multitude of various timelines (see Figure 4.10). 637 
Klock views the multitude of alternate timeline Planetary teams as marking the 
failure of Ellis's series as it falls victim t o the homogenizing tendencies the Four 
represent. Elijah solicits superspy John Stone to detail the mysterious powers that the 
Four's leader Randall Dowling wields : 
"Oh, he ... he stretches, Elijah. He extends. [ ... ]It's not telepathy. His mind 
635 Allred, Will. "Planetary." The Encyclopedia of Comic Books and Graphic Novels, volume 2. Denver, CO: 
Greenwood, 2010. 466. 
636 Ellis and Cassaday, All over the World 18. 
637 Ellis and Cassaday, Spacetime Archeology 214. 
Figure 4.10. The Planetary teams of multiple storywor/ds come to vis it their point of 
origin, the rescue of Ambrose Chase (Ellis and Cassaday, Spacetime Archeology 214) . 
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stretches, and worms out, and lays eggs. And reproduces. Anyone who's been 
within a hundred feet of Randall Dowling, Elijah ... probably is Randall Dowling. 
Including you. Including me. And I've never known, Elijah, if he screwed my mind 
or not. I could be thinking of ways to kill you right now and not know."638 
Dowling can be everywhere; Dowling can be everyone. Unlike the physically elastic Reed 
Richards on which the character is based, Dowling can spread himself across psyches. 
Ellis positions Dowling to operate as an expression both of the Fantastic Four's 
stultifying virus-like influence across the genre and of the pervasiveness of character 
multiplicity. When Elijah does finally confront Dowling, though, this power is not 
demonstrated. Klock gripes, "We have been teased with his weird power, some kind of 
mind wormsL but .. . w]e don't get to see his power at all."639 The power functions only 
metaphorically, not narratively. Instead, the Four are vanquished all too easily, and the 
Planetary team uses the Four's technology to save Ambrose. In his doctoral dissertation 
in English for the City University of New York, David Hyman explicates the power of the 
Four who "represent the attempted triumph of one narrative version over the 
multiplicity of ignored textual pasts and potential futures available within the superhero 
genre."640 The Four stand for the stagnating superhero genre that Ellis attempts to 
unseat with Planetary. Yet, the manner in which Elijah uses the Four's technology 
638 Ellis and Cassaday, Spacetime Archeology 160. 
639 Klock, "Story Fa ilu res. " 
640 Hyman 106. 
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bothers Klock due to the way it weakens wh at had been Ell is's goals: 
In my book I argued that Ellis was organizing all past comic book history to set up 
the fight between the Four and the Planetary that the Planetary would WIN 
establishing themselves as the future of the genre. That pretty much literally 
happens here: there is NO FUTURE BUT THEM. In the entirety of future time they 
are the only ones to have this technology-they never share it, and no one else 
ever duplicates it . If they did-then where are they?641 
In short, Klock fears that Planetary comes to serve the same role as the vanquished 
Four, collecting and controlling the wonders of their world(s) . 
If Planetary is now the model on which the genre is to be shaped, then they 
sadly promise the same standardizing that the Four commanded : there are to be no 
"Ariachnes" and no meron alogon, so to speak. Hyman says that the Four set an 
"already-established pattern of an inscribed revision that is dismissive of all alternatives 
to its own hegemony,"642 absorbing and containing anything divergent from public view. 
The Four's hegemony, both in the storyworld of Planetary and in Ellis's view of the 
superhero genre, disallows anything strange or atypical to surface. In January 2000, Ellis 
writes as part of his "Come In Alone" online column that he is trying to work against 
those trends: "I'm doing my best to walk the walk as well as talk the talk. And so should 
641 Kl ock, Geoff. " Planetary 27 ." Remarkable: Short Appreciations of Poetry and Pop Culture. 13 October 13 
2009. Web. 
642 Hyman 106-107. 
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you." 643 Like Elijah and company, though, he may have ultimately succumbed to generic 
norms in Planetary and allowed homogeny and a singular vision of selfhood to win the 
day. Even in his March 2000 "Old Bastard's Manifesto" on how to revolutionize the 
comics industry, Ellis admits that he may be too entrenched to fulfill the changes 
needed.644 Kevin Brettauer, comics reviewer for PopMatters, offers a sympathetic 
explanation for Planetary's falling off, that Ellis "associates Planetary with a series of 
painful tragedies in his life, chief among them his father's illness and eventual death," 
making the series "really all about personal regret and the desire to change things 
against all odds."645 Brettauer, Hyman, and Allred all emphasize that, regardless of its 
conclusion, Planetary is a series about celebrating oddity and, to paraphrase the words 
of its characters, "keeping the world strange." Short of the series' end, Ellis has his 
narrative "fight what the German sociologist Max Weber called rationalism, or the 
tendency of capitalism to strip the world of magic, reducing all aspects of life to a 
routine sameness,"646 the goal of the Four. Even if the arrival of the multiple Planetary 
teams from the future suggests their hoarding the time-travel technology for 
themselves, it can still be read so as to reaffirm selves of multiplicity, with iteration after 
iteration of the characters existing simultaneously in one place. 
643 Ellis, Alone 42. 
644 Specifically, he writes, "I'm part of the problem. Fuck you" (Ellis, Alone, 80). Notably, he does warn that 
his Manifesto is "best before 01/01/01," suggesting that the changes needed to go into effect soon or else 
be already out of date. Certainly, the final issue of Planetary in 2009 is well beyond that expiration period . 
645 Brettauer, Kevin. "Beautiful and Unique Snowflakes: Warren Ellis' 'Planetary."' PopMatters.com. 13 
October 2009. Web. 
646 Allred 466. 
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Moore may be read as more successfully consistent with Promethea in 
communicating new notions of selfhood due to his history of writing on that theme. 
Cultural theorist Charlie Blake finds Moore writing on "transpersonal and multiply 
personal motifs" as far back as the seminal1986 mini-series Watchmen, 647 and Dutch 
comics commentator Deneb Kozikoski Valereto locates this idea in Moore's 1988 
Batman: The Killing Joke. 648 In both cases, however, the characters portrayed as having 
selves of multiplicity are insane (e.g. the shipwrecked sailor of "Tales of the Black 
Freighter" and the Joker, respectively), as is the Mayor of Sophie's home-afflicted first 
by Multiple Personality Disorder and then demonic possessions. These characters are 
presented more as sickly fractured than as healthfully multiple, so to speak. 649 
Through both the character of Promethea and the series Promethea, Moore attempts, 
in Blake's words, "to show not only how different orders of reality can be traversed, but 
also how different orders of being, of identity, can be traversed through 
simultaneity."650 The concerns Miller expresses for narrative character in Ariadne's 
Thread and visual character in Illustration and Reading Narrative remain linked, as 
647 Blake, Charlie. "Pirate Multiplicities : Aion, Chronos and Magical inscription in the Graphic Novels of 
Alan Moore." Studies in Comics 2.1 {2011): 126. 
648 Valereto, Deneb Kozikoski . "Philosophy in the Fairground: Thoughts on Madness and Madness in 
Though in The Killing Joke ." Studies in Comics 2.1 {2011) : 75. 
649 Klock reads the Mayor as "another example of overdetermination of the superhero narrative," though 
this is a far less compelling observation in the face of Moore's history with the theme of multiplicity 
(Klock, How to Read, 112). This view might apply more to Moore's creation of the Supremacy, a realm 
populated by various storyworld versions of the superhero Supreme, in Supreme, Volume 1: Story of the 
Year. See Mohapatra, Saurav. "Echoes of Eternity: Hindu Reincarnation Motifs in Superhero Comic 
Books." Graven Images: Religion in Comic Books and Graphic Novels. New York: Continuum, 2010. 121-
132. 
650 Blake 127. 
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Moore has the many characterizations of Promethea culminate in a gestalt Promethea 
for the final, thirty-second issue; Annalisa Di Liddo, author of Alan Moore: Comics as 
Performance, Fiction as Scope/, details the ultimate chapter thusly: 
[Moore] unambiguously summarizes the whole development of his work in a 
single entity: the chapter (originally issue 32 in the series) is actually one big 
page depicting the protagonists' face on both sides. Several smaller Prometheas 
are superimposed on the portrait; they directly address the reader as they go 
over the novel's plot and theories again.651 
In making the Promethea portrait no more or less essential than the component 
Prometheas, Moore demonstrates the simultaneity of being praised by Blake without 
the taint of madness found in Watchmen or The Killing Joke's examples. After thirty-one 
issues of being guided through a Kabbalah-influenced "safe realm" of counterfactual self 
expansion, readers are tested to regard the smaller micro-Prometheas and larger 
macro-Promethea as equally viable, legitimate, and coexistent . 
Moore and, to a lesser degree, Ellis have delivered narratives leveraging the 
superhero afterlife subgenre to answer Miller's call against the misreading of selfhood in 
character. Both comics series push through episodes in the afterlife in order to reorient 
their audiences-Moore and Ellis provide, as it were, mis-misreadings. Each story works 
on the reader imparting a narrative and a visual message, a two-fold focus on non-
651 Di Liddo, Annalisa . Alan Moore: Comics as Performance, Fiction as Scalpel. Jackson, Ml : University 
Press of M ississi ppi, 2009. 98. 
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unitary selfhood via narrativized and visualized non-unitary characters . For example, see 
Figure 4.11: As Sophie trains in magical lore for her journey to the sephirot, she agrees 
to participate in a mystic sex site with the magician Jack Faust. As it culminates in 
orgasm, Sophie both hears herself speaking at different chronological points (non-
unitary selfhood narrativized) and is visualized in several alternate figures (e.g. Sophie, 
Promethea, Isis, etc.) at once (non-unitary selfhood visualized). Like an x-and-y 
coordinate system, the two forms of character (narrative-textual and representational-
visual) lock in on a specific point for the comics character. These character points may 
operate as Bedeutungszusammenhang, Walter Benjamin's "cohering of meaning,[ ... ] 
the hanging together of the signs of fate or character to make a readable configuration," 
in Miller's words. 652 For example, sardonic talk of excavating mysteries and bleakly grim 
expressions atop a white suit may nail Elijah's configuration; novice magic exploration 
and exquisite female majesty may pinpoint Promethea's configuration. From both 
configurations, though, hang a multitude of character manifestations, their selves of 
multiplicity. Moore and Ellis's characters compel the reader to consider counterfactual 
selves of multiplicity so potently because they zero in on a mental process that registers 
in both chronological, narrative time and a timeless, 'eternal,' symbolic sense (see 
chapter two) . Miller agrees that characters usually can have either effect,653 but it 
652 Miller, Ariadne's 62. 
653 Miller, Illustration 66. 
Figure 4.11. Promethea and Jack Faust are both many at once, each embodying multiplicity of self 
{Moore and Williams, Two 100-101). N 
-....! 
0 
271 
seems unlikely that he considered a work that could do both (i.e. the comic book). 
Kukkonen identifies this power of comics through eighteenth-century philosopher 
Gotthold Ephraim Lessing's designations of the arts. Lessing claims "that there are 'arts 
of time,' such as prose or poetry, and 'arts of space,' such as painting and sculpture," yet 
comics overlaps both categories, benefitting from the relatable unfolding of a narrative 
but also "a holistic but punctual impression" unhinged from the strictness of time.654 
With so much of a comic taking place within the reader's mind, Benjamin's 
Bedeutungszusammenhang may shift from a fixed point locating character to a pinhole 
poking through the system to a paradigm behind it. Readers may be loosed from 
conceiving characters in the confined manner lamented by Miller and compelled to 
regard them in less familiar, potentially more transcendent ways. In large part, this shift 
is Moore's goal and the end result of Promethea's storyline. Kraemer and Winslade 
describe the new worldview brought about in Moore's series as "his own idea of the 
postmodern apocalypse-'the world' that is destroyed is not our physical world, but 
rather our illusory constructions of reality,"655 certainly including notions of unified 
character and self. Cody Walker, editor of Keeping the World Strange: A Planetary 
Guide, highlights Ellis' similar goal for stories to affect on their readers : "Ellis was making 
salient that the act of reading is strange. When we read, we create a relationship that 
allows that work to influence our lives, even if it is simply the move of closing and 
654 Kukkonen, "Navigating" 46. 
655 Kraemer and Winslade 275-276. 
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discarding a work. Literacy can change our consciousness." 656 Unlike the prose novel or 
the motion picture, an inordinate amount of the comic book or graphic novel actively 
takes place in the reader's mind-static images are animated arthrologically even as 
verbal text is processed, interpreted in isolation, and then reinterpreted in tandem with 
the simulated visuals . Kraemer and Winslade also endorse this view of comics' 
additional processing: "[T]he form's hybridity is unusually adept at creating the sense of 
incompleteness that invites the reader's act of interpretation."657 That 
"incompleteness" can result in more being invested-and divested-from a comics 
character than less. 
While my project's concern is with what I consider an advancement from 
narrowly conceived unified characters to more varied, multiple ones, Moore conceives 
of this reconfiguring of mental models as a more magnificent, near-magical act. Kraemer 
and Winslade see a connection between Moore's stated goals with his comics and that 
of Western esotericism scholar Arthur Versluis's: 
Versluis describes a sympathy between an esoteric author and his or her reader 
that prompts a "gnostic shift in consciousness"-an experience of divinely 
revealed knowledge that cannot be fully captured in words. This imaginative 
656 Walker, Cody, ed. Keeping the World Strange: A Planetary Guide. Edwardsville, IL: Sequart Research & 
Literacy Organization, 2011. 9. Separately, Ellis acknowledges that the experience of reading comics, 
rather than writing or commenting upon them, can be a very personal, very private pursuit, almost all of 
which takes place exclusively in one's mind-thus the name of his column "Come In Alone" {Ellis, Alone 
12). 
657 Kraemer and Winslade 278. 
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participation allows t he reade r or audience "to pa rticipate in a work and to be 
transmuted by it, an initiatory process that takes places through words and 
image, or through what we may also call the induced vision of art."658 
While I might locate the connection between comic book and reader as existing either 
(1) in the mental processes internalized by the reader's engagement with sequentialized 
word and image or (2) in the genre linkage between character and selfhood, Moore 
believes in a magical "sympathy" between creator and reader. "Moore ultimately draws 
a distinction between what he is doing and religion," report Kraemer and Winslade, but 
the desire to impact the reader and his or her thinking is still entirely present, admits 
Moore: "Alii would be urging people to do in Promethea is to explore, in their own way, 
[ ... ]the kind of rich world that I think all of us have inside us. I just want to tell them that 
that world is there, that there are a variety of ways of exploring it. It doesn't really 
matter which way you use, or which system you adopt."659 Moore's world is one where 
"Ariachnes" are celebrated, not edited, and nothing is ultimately a meron alogon since 
everything is allowed and possible. In some sense, by using religious studies, literary 
theory, and genre theory as my systems, I am also fulfilling Moore's goals of exposing 
the interior "rich world ." 
Ellis, too, closely aligns with Moore-even if his timbre differs greatly-by 
subscribing to the notion that, in comics, anything is possible, selves of multiplicity 
658 Kraemer and Winslade 284-285. 
659 Kraemer and Winslade 288-289 . 
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certainly included. After prodding other creators to tell him why they were drawn to 
working in comics, Ellis responded, "Me? I'm going to fall back on a quote I read fifteen 
years ago from a writer called Harvey Pekar that has informed my approach to the 
medium ever since: 'Comics are just words and pictures. You can do anything with 
words and pictures."'660 Moore holds that comics have an access to the notions of time 
and space that other media do not; "it is not sex or death that are the big themes, sex or 
death are subsumed within space and time, and are pretty much functions of space and 
time. They are the two big themes, and I guess comics are a perfect medium for 
exploring them. Pictures are space, the words are time."661 
Both creators utilize the medium to pursue, among their other creative 
priorities, narratives that endorse Miller's fascination with character and its oft-limited 
application-narratives that, again, strain "against those globalizing definitions of the 
self and homogenizing social orders." Best yet, Planetary and Promethea not only open 
the metaphorical door to audiences considering the self as multiple, but they invite the 
reading of all superhero characters as non-unitary. For my conclusion, I import this view 
of character based in multiplicity instead of the presumed unified self by returning to 
the work of Peter Coogan in combination with various theories of the self and 
Kukkonen's storyworlds: all characters and, in turn, all people can be regarded as 
660 Ellis, Alone 120. Ell is also notes that one does not have to be as philosophical or high-minded as Moore 
to share in this vision of comics : "Harvey Pekar is as fucked a human as you ' ll find , put bluntly. And he's 
honest about it" (132). 
661 Mu rray, Chad. " Interview w it h The Magus. " Studies in Comics 2.1 {2011): 16-17. 
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multiple if their portrayal is traced multimedially. For ch aracters, this trace can be 
conducted across film, animation, and music. For real-life people, nicely enough, it can 
be done via the afterlife. 
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Conclusion 
The purpose of this dissertation has been to demonstrate, through the literary 
analysis of an American popular medium, the issue of selfhood, its oneness or its 
multiplici t y, lying at the heart of afterlife depictions. Whereas most Western readers 
may look for characters and narratives that reflect their own assumptions about 
undivided selves, the superhero afterlife subgenre in American comic books offers the 
clearest view of an alternate hermeneutic: the medium and its content invite readers to 
revise their internalized mental models for ones that include the multiplicity of the self. 
Instead of an idealized, homogenous whole, a self of multiplicity features a fluid, 
malleable web of intraconnectedness constituting an individual. Selves of multiplicity 
can enrich individuals' everyday considerations of posthumous existence. At the same 
time, this model of selfhood-one that includes an acknowledgement of difference and 
variation within a person-lends itself to the improvement of interreligious engagement 
in America. 
Feminist Christian theologian Helene Tallon Russell shares my interest in 
unyoking selfhood from oneness exclusively, though she makes her point by largely 
different means. Using a blend of S¢ren Kierkegaard and Luce I riga ray, Russell's book 
scrutinizes Augustine's claims of oneness being most like God and, therefore, best for 
humans to emulate. Russell levels numerous criticisms against this concept-that it 
works against pluralism, eschews the Christian Trinity, upholds patriarchy, runs counter 
to lived experience, etc.-but, as with my criticisms of Jeffrey Burton Russell and 
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Andrew Delbanco, her commentary remains grounded solely in the textual or verbal. As 
much as I agree with her critique of the paradigm of selfhood (mis)constructed on the 
basis of oneness, I have felt compelled to bring comic books' (particularly the superhero 
genre) primacy as an iterative genre, to this fight. Verbally and visually and 
intermedially, the superhero afterlife subgenre opens further models of selfhood to its 
reading communities. 
Religion scholar Jeffrey J. Kripal supports the idea that narratives featuring the 
combination of word and image operate on both sides of human brain in a manner ideal 
for "mythical themes" to be transmitted.662 These mythical themes, as he describes 
them, brings the human mind to a greater understanding of itself. Kripal terms the 
critical mass of these pop culture myth-transmitters as the Super-Story, a shared and 
growing awareness through narrative of mankind's greater spiritual and evolutionary 
capacities.663 The superhero afterlife subgenre, in addition to being an alternate route 
for Russell's goals, are likely a chunk of Kripal's push for this raised awareness through 
popular fiction . His Mutants & Mystics: Science Fiction, Superhero Comics, and the 
Paranormal arrives at the conclusion that a model for the human soul, an "impossible 
structure [ ... ]from the imaginative genres of science fiction and superhero comics," 
must be based on oneness and multiplicity together.664 
662 Kripal, Jeffery J. Mutants & Mystics: Science Fiction, Superhero Comics, and the Paranormal. Chicago : 
University of Chicago Press, 2011. 1. 
663 Kri pa l 26-28. 
664 Kripal 333. 
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While I do not want to suggest, in light of Kripal, that oneness needs to be 
altogether discarded, the three functi ons that characterize the subgenre's elements all 
hinge on unified selfhood's fragility. That is, oneness needs to be initially overturned in 
order for multiplicity to come more fully to the fore. The fragility must be 
smashed(/ruptured) in order to be reassembled, a process that the three functions of 
the subgenre outline. First, there is the elements' theoretical function, how they reflect 
and reify their audience's own sense of what constitutes selfhood. Each of the elements 
aids in defining how a community sees itself and its members-for instance, set in the 
mundane world (alternate dimension), bonded to kin (familial encounter), or adhering 
to a set of ethics (heroic reversal) . All six of the elements I detail can be read in terms of 
a need for a unified selfhood, from an external Other threatening to rip apart a 
character (A/astor) to an illusory, disorienting experience causing doubt as to a 
character's wholeness (dreams/hallucinations). Building on this anxiety, the second 
function grows out of the first, specifically the elements acting as narrative safeguards . 
In order for an afterlife story to be a comprehensible narrative, the elements serve to 
make characters and events more familiar and grounded for the audience. The elements 
become figurative signposts in the narrative for readers to help place themselves. 
Finding characters engaged in these elements and embodying oneness assuages readers 
that their own sense of self is correct and that a recognizable narrative is unfolding. 
However, the third function of the superhero afterlife subgenre-what I have labeled as 
rupture-is a corollary of the second; the comic book medium, with its serial panels and 
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its flexible sequential-or-totum-simu/ system, invites disunity or multiplicity. Multiple 
illustrations of a character may appear on the same page (or even the same panel), and 
the act of narratively piecing the action together by blending multiple sets of words and 
images is required . Moreover, what Will Eisner calls the "special reality" of comics (i.e. 
the always-less-than realistic nature of thei r illustrations) continually reminds readers 
that the characters in which audiences are investing are constructions-as are their 
selfhoods. So, the rupture function bids readers, particularly those who might be looking 
beyond the first two functions, to acknowledge the artificial reinforcement and anxiety 
linked to initial usages of the elements. The rupture asks, in effect, for alternatives to 
unified characters, particularly if there is a need for safeguards in order for them to be 
read in such a way. What may have been disregarded as incongruities either between 
the medium and the narrative or between the depicted characters and entirely unified 
characters is now utilized by the rupture function. The possibility and, indeed, the 
potency of disunified characters becomes the utility of the generic elements, and 
characters reflecting selfhoods of multiplicity can be read for and embraced by the 
community. 
Theoretical functions are fine, of course, but these abstract notions of selfhood 
and mental modeling beg the question: does this actually happen? Do the audiences of 
superhero comics in general and of superhero afterlife com ics in specific read for 
multiplicity? The answer to these questions is not known as yet. Little research has been 
undertaken or published to statistically poll comics readers' demographics or personal 
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views. Some comic book companies have privately conducted informal censuses, with 
only some of their results being made public; generally speaking, the data consistently 
suggests that the majority of comic book readers are male, single, college-educated, and 
adu lt aged. 665 Of course, comic book readership is not exclusive to any of those traits, 
and those statistics say little about readers' religious affiliations, religious practices, 
genre influences, paradigms of self, or gradual changes in any of the previous.666 
At the same time, some population of religiously devout comic book readers 
must exist given the publication of books targeted for particular religious groups. The 
sales figures for varieties of Christian comics, specifically, uphold the contention that 
comic book readers taken as a group are not solely secular. Documentary-maker Kurt 
Kuersteiner reports that over three-quarters of a billion copies of proselytizing Chick 
Tracts (i.e. mini-comics created by Jack T. Chick) have been distributed worldwide. 667 
Further, magazine-turned-website Christian Comics International maintains sales totals 
on various titles' print runs, the quantity of copies ranging from tens of thousands into 
the millions.668 
665 Carlson, Johanna Draper. "Superhero Comic Reader Stats." Comics Worth Reading. 10 May 2007. Web. 
Also see Schenker, Brett . "Comic Book Fans on Facebook- May 3, 2011." Graphic Policy. 3 May 2011. 
Web. 
666 My own 2005 semi-formal questionnaire of comic book readers and their anxiety concerning mortality 
found enough statistical correlation between consumers of the superhero genre and decreased fears of 
death that further formal research remains warranted . See Lewis, A. David. "The Ever-Ending Battle 
Research Project on Comics & Mortality." Caption Box. 23 July 2006. Web . 
667 God's Cartoonist: The Comic Crusade of Jack Chick. United States: 64Films, 2008. Film. 
668 
"Notable Comics of the 20th Century." Christian Comics International. Web. 
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Similarly, in research surveys of religious populations, reading habits and their 
potential impact on the individuals reporting are rarely assessed. In its reports over the 
last several years, the Pew Research Center and its Forum on Religion & Public Life has 
released several reports detailing the religious knowledge, tradition among younger 
generations, and the mixing of religious beliefs. Though none of these track reading or 
its impacts, the reports do suggest that the newest generation of single, college-
educated adults-demographics that could dovetail with comic book readers-are less 
affiliated with particular faiths, less likely to attend services, yet more likely than their 
elders to believe in multiplicity in the interpretation of scripture,669 in interactions with 
the deceased, and in a mixture of traditionally Eastern and New Age ideas.67° Combine 
these trends with religious knowledge being tied to individual levels of education,671 and 
a relationship between comics readers who may be open to selves of multiplicity and 
the rising generation of religious practitioners, mainstream Christian or otherwise, may 
exist. 
Formal polling of mainstream Christians can and should be conducted in regard 
to my theory and Russell's urgings, but what would those populations have to gain from 
it? Said another way, how might incorporating the idea of an afterlife narrative that 
promotes the multiplicity of self benefit faith rather than weaken it? Rather than 
669 Pew Research Center. Religion among the Millennials. February 2010. 
670 Pew Research Center. Eastern, New Age Beliefs Widespread. December 2009. 
671 Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life. " U.S. Religious Knowledge Survey." Pew Forum 28 September 
2010. Web. 
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challenging accepted dogma, paradigms for the multiplicity of self-such as those found 
in the superhero afterlife subgenre, of course-could be viewed as an opportunity for a 
reconciliation between lived religion today and the postmodern condition . 
Before ending my writing on this subject, I wish to offer two potential benefits 
for the paradigm of multiple selfhood incorporated into, first, mainstream Judaism and 
Christianity and, later, religious practitioners at large. This first benefit originates in a 
notion from the more recent work of Peter Coogan.672 Expanding on his analysis in 
genre studies, Coogan outlines the progression of a superhero property as it turns 
multimedia!: How is the Batman featured in Detective Comics, for instance, interrelated 
with the Batman played by Christian Bale on film? Or, how is director Sam Raimi's vision 
of a cinematic Spider-Man connected to a children's cartoon featuring the 'same' 
character? Many narrative characters do not undergo such transformations, remaining 
in their native medium and developing under one author's hand. An example of this 
would be Kinsey Milhone, the protagonist of Sue Grafton's series of detective novels. 
Over Grafton's twenty-two novels, Mil hone's character has only progressed in terms of 
what Coogan would call Continuation, the appearance of natural aging and change over 
time. Since this progression resembles the experience of the real-life readers, it is likely 
overlooked except for when it is violated. 
672 Coogan, Peter. Personal correspondence. 16 February 2010. 
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Beyond Continuat ion, Coogan details two additional transformations that a 
character can experience particularly when app lied to other media673-a pair that I 
believe are pertinent to the discussion of mainstream Jewish and Christian concepts of 
selfhood.674 - In the case of cinema's Christopher Reeves-Superman, one who bares 
many similarities to his comic book inspiration, Coogan might label this as an Iteration, 
"the same core brand with some changed elements." The Reeves-Superman largely 
resembles the comics superhero in several of Coogan's identified areas for potential 
difference: they share Character (e.g. Clark Kent, Kai-EI, the Man of Steel}, Setting (e.g. 
Krypton, Smallville, Metropolis), Theme (e.g. Truth, Justice}, Icon (e.g. red cape, S-
shaped chevron, the red-yellow-and-blue costume), and Effect (e.g. show of strength, 
flight through the skies, pose with the American flag). The cinematic Iteration, however, 
differs somewhat in Plot from the comics, with the adolescent adventures of Superboy 
and the existence of Krypto the Super-dog eschewed from the films . The effect of these 
changes is debatable but, certainly, less pronounced than a transformation Coogan 
would label as an Alteration. 
673 Coogan may have Kukkonen and Ryan's storyworlds more in mind than multimediality, of course. In his 
examples, he points to comics titles such as X-Men: Nair, a grim and hard-boiled version of the popular X-
Men superhero titles. In personal discussion, however, Coogan detailed the use of his proposed 
transformations in terms of television and film. This multimedia! application not only distinguishes it from 
the notion of storywor/ds but also allows it to be, in my opinion, more applicable to my concern with 
religious studies. 
674 I exclude Islam here not because its notion of selfhood is so radically different from Judaism or Islam 
but because I feel that its chronology and nuance for eschatologica l events is more thoroughly detailed in 
its sacred text. 
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This third of the transformations-Alte ration-is characterized by a dramatic 
change in Plot, Character, Setting, or the rest of Coogan's areas when portraying a 
character. Take, for instance, the 1991 music single by the band Crash Test Dummies, 
"Superman's Song." Here, in its mournful, dirge-like lyrics, all the imagery for 
Superman's Icon has been stripped back with no mention of a bright costume or cape, 
only the "dirty old phonebooths" in which he must change outfits.675 Little description, 
too, is given to his Effects, save a lone mention of his strength and his stopping crime. 
Worse, his Theme of selfless do-gooding is maintained, but it is empty of any inspiration; 
the mournful narrator of the song says, "Sometimes I despair the world will never see I 
Another man like him/' suggesting that the superhero failed in his larger mission of 
making the world a better place, even after his departure. The Crash Test Dummies' 
Superman is a distinct Alteration of the oft-inspiring comics Superman: neither version 
asks for any reward, but the musical Alteration is left empty and underappreciated for 
his tasks, giving him "nothing to do but go home." 
While real-life people acknowledge a reality of aging and changing akin to 
Coogan's Continuation, mainstream Jews and Christians invested in the notion of an 
eternal soul could utilize Iteration and Alteration to imagine posthumous existence. That 
is, if one were to accept that the entirety of one's self does not have to be always-
present, always-consistent, and always-whole, then the metaphors of Iteration and 
675 Crash Test Dummies. "Superman's Song." The Ghosts That Haunt Me. BMG/Arist a, 1991. CD. 
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Alteration can be applied to se lfhood. While a person ages and changes in their mortal 
life of Continuation, an eternal Iteration of their self could already, eternally, and 
forever exist in a heaven-like state. One's Iteration could be regarded as both the origin 
and the result of a corporeal life of maturing-yet-decaying Continuation.676 Alternately, 
it would be an Alteration of the self that must suffer a form of punishment or chaos 
beyond mortal life. Returning to the works of Jeffrey Burton Russell and Andrew 
Delbanco, a truly hell-like setting would be unlike heaven, disorder instead of order and 
incoherence instead of coherence. To that end, if the Iteration of one's mortal self could 
represent a person with mundane concerns removed, then the Alteration of oneself 
could manifest that person but changed more radically and more damningly. People get 
to be their 'true selves' in heaven, with the baggage of earthly life left behind; in hell, 
they suffer as Alterations, sad and maligned versions of their mortal life. Most 
importantly, as with comic books superheroes on store shelves at the same time their 
films are in theaters or songs are on the radio, these versions of a person could be 
simultaneous. Like Shroedinger's Cat, the heavenly Iteration is as likely to exist at any 
time-more accurately, outside of any time-as the hellish Alteration, with the mortal 
self mired in Continuation working to determine which was/is/will be the more real. 
676 One example of such an existence-living on Earth and in heaven simultaneously-can be found in the 
Marvel Comics Earth X trilogy. Following his demise, Captain Marvel returns as both the leader of an 
afterlife rebellion against Death while also being reborn as a ch ild on Earth. See Figures 5.1 and 5.2; Ross, 
Alex and Jim Krueger (w), and Doug Brait hwaite (a) . Universe X, Volumes 1 & 2. New York: Marvel , 2006. 
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Figure 5.1. The reborn Captain Marvel, with a mature mind despite a child's form, 
informs his allies that he is both in the mortal realm and in the afterlife simultaneously 
(Ross, Krueger, Braithwaite Universe X, Volume 1137). 
Figure 5.2 . The mortal child-version of Captain Marvel 
speaks as his afterlife-self waits for the results of the 
boy's entreaty (Ross, Krueger, Braithwaite Universe X, 
Volume 2 234). 
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The second benefit to th e recogn it ion and incorporat ion of selfhood's 
multiplicity would be its aid toward the goals of religious pluralism. In an early draft of 
this dissertation's prospectus, I claimed that th e superhero genre's merger of so many 
alternate faiths and afterlives threatened to render the subject moot; no particular 
theology took precedence, and none buoyed to the very top of this sea of narrat ivized 
theories. I wrote, 
The superhero afterlife subgenre allows nearly all depictions of selfhood, 
thereby allowing for no anchoring, unified understanding of it. No form of 
selfhood is prohibited; likewise, no form is validated. There is no apparent 
consensus concerning the representation of selfhood-it appears an inchoate 
tangle.677 
My mistake at the time was in seeing these faiths as vying for something, as needing to 
supersede each other. I appreciated the interfaith tolerance that the genre showed for 
most religions, 678 but I failed to see how they could be interwoven without the 
diminishment of each. The paradigm under which I was operating lacked any real 
consideration for religious pluralism, "the energetic engagement with diversity [and ... ] 
active seeking of understanding across lines of difference," defines Diana L. Eck, Director 
of Harvard University's Pluralism Project.679 Whereas I had been disappointed in finding 
a singular, stand-out faith to distinguish itself from the others in the genre, Eck's 
677 Lewis, A. David . Di ssert at ion Prospect us (unaccepted) . 31 August 2009. 
678 Though, as I have noted previously, Islam was often not included, nota bly. 
679 Eck, Diana L. "What Is Pl uralism?" The Pluralism Project. 10 March 2012. Web. 
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pluralistic view redeems the genre as an energetic, active site of dialogue between 
faiths. 
Through the lens of pluralism, then, selves of multiplicity encourage recognizing 
the differences in oneself and then leads to more readily connecting with others one 
held as different. Part of Russell's original concern with oneness is its push for 
"singularity, sameness, and homogeneity/'680 a reductive approach. Much the opposite, 
multiplicity of self begins by acknowledging a variety of interconnected relationships 
already existing within each person. Accepting healthy difference within oneself-
otherness in the self-helps boost "a mechanism for accepting otherness" externally.681 
A need for singularity is reduced and the ease of engagement with other faiths is 
amplified. This revised model of selfhood allows for a more natural acceptance of what 
Eck calls "this wider and more complex 'we"' for Americans. 682 
Whether or not Continuation, Iteration, and Alteration are adopted as models 
for Jewish and Christian selfhood specifically or pluralism is augmented generally for 
religious practitioners, a widespread acknowledgement and incorporation of selfhood's 
multiplicity into worship unlocks numerous possibilities for modern, lived religion. The 
difficulty, as I see it, is identifying generic narratives' urgings for such a conception of 
the self without being biased against the source, namely the superhero afterlife 
subgenre. Kripal writes, "It appears that the paranormal often needs the pop-cultural 
680 Russell 2. 
681 Russell 249. 
682 Eck, Diana L. "The Challenge of Pluralism." Nieman Reports 57 .2 (Summer 1993}. Web. 
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form to appear at all. The truth needs the trick, the fact the fantasy." 683 He suggests that 
the Super-Story is ready to be recognized by Western society; it is time for us to 
participate in the ideas being set forth by fantastic or fringe storytelling.684 Inaugurating 
polling and statistical charting of people's engagement with genre fictions in terms of 
effects on selfhood is, arguably, a strong start for that participation. Mainstream 
Christianity accepts the notions of being born again, of virgin birth, of miracles, to name 
a few. With the support of (post-)modern narrative, the church can take part in being 
what Kripal calls "artists of the impossible," individuals trained on reading for an array of 
possibilities, both in our fictions and in ourselves. 
683 Kripa l 2. 
684 Kri pal 216. 
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